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ABSTRACT 
 
 
 
 
My doctoral research practice consists primarily of gallery-based needlecraft 
performances and moving image works made from the performances’ documentation. I 
have mended clothes belonging to community members, unravelled and reknitted yarn 
into new garments, and sewed labels onto the clothes of gallery visitors. These 
performances have been recorded using security and action cameras and the resulting 
stills and footage edited into new video works.  
 
My overarching argument is that, given that one of art’s dominant contexts is that of 
capitalism, in which ideas and objects may be defined in relation to their role as luxury 
commodities, one more ethically-tuned approach to artmaking is to turn away from the 
art market and adopt a feminist critique of contemporary culture that recognises 
women’s unpaid labour.  Following the Conceptual principle of dematerialisation, I have 
oriented my practice away from commodity production and opened it to temporal 
performative practices, claiming feminist purpose in my use of needlecraft as a 
gendered performance medium. My performance practice of ‘total giving’ is a metaphor 
for the invisible ‘iceberg economy’ of women’s unpaid labour that props up and enables 
capitalism.  
 
A further argument is that since our everyday relationship with photography has 
changed in the last few years due to the saturation of mobile phones and surveilling 
cameras, contemporary lens-based practice needs to reflect new conditions of present-
ness, performativity and operator-less affect. These conditions have changed our 
understanding of the medium and our way of being in the world. My use of self-
surveillance and screens during performances models our conscious performance of 
identity in a condition of perpetual present-ness, the centrality of performance 
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documents to contemporary life, and the possibility of experiencing affect from 
surveilling camera footage with its qualities of displacement and objectivity.  
 
There are thus multiple differing registers and histories to this work: the gendered 
nature of textiles and its feminist roles; art’s sticky relationship with capitalism; the 
ongoing feminist project to achieve equity and agency under capitalism both in and out 
of the art world; how camera phones and the internet have made us performers in a 
perpetual present; finally, how the ‘cool’ gaze of a surveilling lens might paradoxically 
invoke emotional responses in viewers. These differing strands have emerged as I 
have sought to analyse how my work might meaningfully and poetically contribute to 
contemporary life and culture, and advocate ideas I believe important for any culture’s 
healthy progression. 
 
A further dimension to this work is the emotional apprehension of transience, which 
has long been core to my photographic work and now extends to my performative and 
textile work. The Japanese concepts mu, ma, mujo and mono no aware are important. 
Mu and ma speak to consciousness of absence and transience; emptiness that is full 
of possibility; space or interval that is profound. Mujo speaks to the understanding that 
everything that is born must die, and mono no aware means consciously to attend to, 
and/or to take poignant, mournful pleasure in, impermanence. My work is also informed 
by the cinema term temps mort. Translating from the French as ‘dead time’, temps mort 
refers to the cinematic time before or after action takes place, characters enter the 
frame or narrative progresses. 
 
My final installation plan is to merge live performance with material relics of previous 
performances and video works created from surveillance documentation of previous 
performances. In doing so I aim to create spatial and temporal proximity between 
performed activities and their material residues and documentation, presenting both as 
interdependent, integrated artworks.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 
 
 
My doctoral research has primarily combined gallery-based needlecraft performances 
with moving image works made from the performance documentation. I have mended 
clothes belonging to community members, unravelled and reknitted yarn into new 
garments, and sewed labels onto the clothes of gallery visitors. These activities have 
been recorded using fixed security cameras and an action camera and the resulting 
footage edited into new works. My final installation will merge performance, material 
relics of previous performances, and video works. In doing so I aim to create spatial 
and temporal proximity between the performance of everyday activities, their 
documentation, and the presentation of both as interdependent, integrated artworks.  
 
My main contention is concerned with one of art’s dominant contexts, capitalism.  
While artworks also function within capitalism as objects of exchange and fetish value, 
I am concerned here with ideas and objects defined in relation to their role as luxury 
commodities. As I will show, the art market is not quarantined from the negative effects 
of neoliberalism, and my participation poses an ethical dilemma. I argue that a more 
ethically-tuned approach to artmaking is to turn away from producing luxury 
commodities for the art market. Instead, I have opened my practice to temporal 
performative modes following Conceptual Art’s principle of dematerialisation, 
undertaking a feminist critique of contemporary culture that recognises women’s 
unpaid labour. I claim feminist purpose in my use of needlecraft as a gendered 
performance medium. My performance practice of ‘total giving’ models the invisible 
‘iceberg economy’ of women’s unpaid labour that, according to Silvia Federici’s 
Revolution at Point Zero: Housework, Reproduction, and Feminist Struggle (2012) and 
Rebecca Solnit’s Icebergs and Shadows (2014) props up and enables capitalism. An 
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art of feminist performance thus counters an art of capitalist commodity, claiming 
everyday processes and interactions for art. 
 
A further argument is that contemporary lens-based practice needs to reflect new 
conditions of performativity, present-ness, and operator-less affect. Our everyday 
relationship with photography has changed in the last few years due to the saturation 
of mobile phones and surveilling cameras, shifting our understanding of the medium 
and our way of being in the world. We are no longer consumers of photography 
distanced both from being subjects for the camera outside domestic life and from 
production; as Brooke A. Knight and Ursula Anne Frohne point out, we are now 
routinely surveilled and self-surveilling performers, producers, and distributors of our 
own image brands. The convergence of video with still imagery in the apparatus of the 
camera and in distribution on devices, and the use of photography in a conversational 
present has contributed to what Douglas Rushkoff calls in Present Shock: When 
Everything Happens Now (2013) a condition of perpetual present-ness. Referring to 
Daniel Palmer’s Google Street View and Photography in Public Space (2015) I also 
argue that is possible to experience affect from surveilling camera footage despite its 
qualities of displacement and objectivity. My use of self-surveillance and screens 
during performances models the conscious performance of identity, the centrality of 
performance documents to contemporary life, the flow of present-ness in moving image 
and the suggestion of affect through displacement.  
 
There are thus multiple differing registers and histories to this work: the gendered 
nature of textiles and its feminist roles; art’s sticky relationship with capitalism; the 
ongoing feminist project to achieve equity and agency under capitalism both in and out 
of the art world; how camera phones and the internet have made us performers in a 
perpetual present; and finally, how the ‘cool’ gaze of a surveilling lens might 
paradoxically invoke emotional responses in viewers. These differing strands have 
emerged as I have sought to analyse how my work might meaningfully and poetically 
contribute to contemporary life and culture and advocate ideas I claim are important for 
a culture’s healthy progression. Following a summary of the eight thesis chapters, this 
Introduction outlines two different thought histories influencing the research: a feminist 
critique of capitalism in and out of the art world, and an apprehension of transience that 
has both poetic and political dimensions. In my feminist critique of capitalism, the 
research I have drawn on includes Julia Bryan-Wilson’s Fray: Art and Textile Politics 
(2017), Silvia Federici’s Revolution at Point Zero: Housework, Reproduction, and 
Feminist Struggle (2012), Mierle Laderman Ukeles’ Manifesto! Maintenance Art 
Proposal for an Exhibition ‘Care’ (1969), Helen Molesworth’s Housework and Artwork 
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(2000) and Work Ethic (2003), Rozsika Parker’s The Subversive Stitch (1993), Peggy 
Phelan’s Unmarked: The Politics of Performance (1993), and Rebecca Solnit’s 
Icebergs and Shadows (2014). In my apprehension of new forms of transience, I 
reference among others: Geoffrey Batchen’s Observing by Watching: Joachim Schmid 
and the Art of Exchange (2013); David Campany’s Photography and Cinema (2008); 
Ursula Anne Frohne’s Creativity on Display? Visibility Conflicts or the Claim for Opacity 
as Ethical Resource (2013); Douglas Rushkoff’s Present Shock: When Everything 
Happens Now (2013); and Brooke A. Knight’s Performative Pictures: Camera Phones 
at the Ready (2013). 
 
 
Feminism and capitalism, in and out of the arts  
 
The context in which I make art is one in which women are structurally disadvantaged 
by capitalism, particularly the neoliberalist policies which deny this disadvantage. This 
not only hampers women operating within neoliberalism but also devalues women’s 
activities outside it: their unpaid labour of caring for dependents and working in 
communities. Capitalism requires this unpaid women’s labour for its structure to 
function – the ‘iceberg economy’ outlined at the beginning of this Introduction – and my 
orientation away from the art market was made on ethical, cultural, and feminist 
grounds.1 
 
The closer an artist gets to money, prestige and power, the more likely they are 
to be male.2 
 
The arts sector is perceived as progressive, but there is less gender equity in the arts 
than might be supposed. Elvis Richardson’s website The CoUNTess collects statistics 
on gender representation in the Australian art world3 and in 2015 produced ‘The 
Countess Report’ that tabled statistics on gender representation in the visual arts. 
While in some areas women have made strong advances towards equal representation, 
in other areas they are as badly off as ever.4 Richardson’s data shows that 70% of art 
school graduates are women (a figure that has remained steady for decades) but in 
																																																						
1 I acknowledge that women’s disadvantage is further amplified by intersectional issues of race and class. That complex 
and important discussion is beyond the scope of my thesis and one that others are better qualified to lead. My 
arguments here are made as a middle-class white woman and I recognise the associated privilege of this, and the multi-
dimensional disadvantage experienced by non-white women and other women whose disadvantage causes them to be 
under-represented in feminist debate. 
2 Elvis Richardson, ‘The Countess Report: Counting Gender Representation During 2014 in the Australian Visual Arts 
Sector’, Melbourne, 2. http://thecountessreport.com.au/ Accessed 3.1.18. 
3 Elvis Richardson, ‘The Countess Report: Counting Gender Representation During 2014 in the Australian Visual Arts 
Sector’, Melbourne, 2. http://thecountessreport.com.au/ Accessed 3.1.18. 
4 Richardson, ‘The Countess Report’. 
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2014 only 34% of artists shown in state museums were women. Given the education 
participation figures, 50% representation is inequitable. One area in which women are 
doing better is in the artist run initiative (ARI) system. This system is statistically more 
welcoming to women artists than the commercial gallery system.5 Coincidentally or not 
it is also dependent, in fact structurally predicated, on unpaid labour. The 2015 ‘Beyond 
Rhetoric’ forum, organised by the National Association for the Visual Arts, looked 
critically at curating and gender. Speaker Patrice Sharkey, director of Melbourne ARI 
West Space, observed that women predominantly undertook the menial unpaid roles, 
and that men were most interested in volunteering their labour when curatorial panels 
were being convened.6 Far from being merely anecdotal, Sharkey’s perspective is 
borne out by ‘The Countess Report’: 
 
Women held most of the organisational and administrative roles in ARIs in the 
period of study while men held the majority of the curatorial and advisory roles, 
reflecting a common pattern of women in supportive, organisational and 
housekeeping roles.7 
 
Women’s experience in the arts is sometimes worse than in other fields. The results 
from the Macquarie University 2017 Throsby Report8 ‘Making Art Work’ tell us: “…the 
income gap between men and women is wider in the arts than the average gap across 
all industries [my italics] in Australia.”9  A recent international study including the 
University of Technology Sydney, Is Gender in the Eye of the Beholder? Identifying 
Cultural Attitudes with Art Auction Prices, showed that women artists earn far less on 
the secondary market at auction than male artists. This bias was also demonstrated in 
double blind experiments with living collectors.10  These studies categorically prove 
male artists do better in the art market than female artists, and Richardson’s ‘The 
Countess Report’ begins to air potential causes of these structural inequities, including 
historic privilege and unconscious bias.  
 
My orientation away from commodity production for the art market resists neoliberal 
corporate strategies such as Facebook executive Sheryl Sandberg’s popular argument 
																																																						
5 Richardson. 
6 ‘Beyond Rhetoric’ audio,  https://soundcloud.com/nava-visualarts/gertrude-panel-discussion-24th-september Accessed 
15.2.18 
7 Elvis Richardson, ‘The Countess Report: Counting Gender Representation During 2014 in the Australian Visual Arts 
Sector’, Melbourne, 2. http://thecountessreport.com.au/ Accessed 3.1.18. 
8 David Throsby and Katya Petetskaya, ‘Making Art Work: A Professional Study of Artists in Australia, 2017 
http://www.australiacouncil.gov.au/workspace/uploads/files/making-art-work-throsby-report-5a05106d0bb69.pdf 
Accessed 27.2.18. 
9 David Throsby and Katya Petetskaya, ‘The gender pay gap is wider in the arts than in other industries’ 13.11.18 
http://www.artshub.com.au/news-article/news/research-and-data/david-throsby-and-katya-petetskaya/the-gender-pay-
gap-is-wider-in-the-arts-than-in-other-industries-254758 Accessed 18.2.18 
10  Renee B. Adams, Roman Kräussl, Marco A. Navone, and Patrick Verwijmeren, ‘Is Gender in the Eye of the Beholder? 
Identifying Cultural Attitudes with Art Auction Prices’ 
6.12.17. https://ssrn.com/abstract=3083500 or http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3083500 Accessed 11.2.18. 
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that women should ‘lean in’,11 which holds individual women accountable for any failure 
to advance rather than the structural inequities holding them back. Separating the act 
of artmaking from the market emphasises the cultural value of art over its monetary 
value. It frees the artist to make work because it is important, not because it is saleable 
within a system that has been consciously or unconsciously set up to privilege men. My 
use of needlecraft, my resistance to the art market, and my strategy of total giving all 
have a feminist dimension. They acknowledge structural disadvantage, model it and 
propose alternative ways of contributing to cultural production.  
 
 
Feeling transience 
 
One key concern in my research is the conscious apprehension of transience which is 
important for both poetic and critical reasons. I repeatedly reference several Japanese 
concepts relating to transience: mu, ma, mujo and mono no aware. Mu and ma speak 
to consciousness of absence and transience; emptiness that is full of possibility; space 
or interval that is meaningful, often profoundly. Mujo speaks to the temporal 
understanding that everything that is born must die; mono no aware means 
consciously to attend to, and/or to take poignant, mournful pleasure in, impermanence. 
My work is also informed by the related cinema term temps mort. Translating from the 
French as ‘dead time’, temps mort refers to the cinematic time before or after action 
takes place, characters enter the frame or narrative progresses. I also contend that a 
fundamental failure to comprehend transience lies at the heart of the solipsistic 
neoliberal project of profit, since that project is short-term and excludes consideration 
of the future health of the planet and its occupants in the face of all urgent evidence. In 
this way, acknowledging the communal duty of care at the heart of so much of 
women’s unpaid labour becomes crucial to our survival as a species. There is nothing 
like spending time caring for babies and old people to develop understanding of the 
transience of individual lives and the need to take responsibility for the future as well as 
the present.12   
 
This consideration of absence and transience is also congruent with both Roland 
Barthes’ notion of photographic trace, in which the photograph is a stand-in for the 
missing referent, and for his notion of photography’s relationship with death, in which 
through freezing time the photograph paradoxically draws our attention to time’s 
passing. These melancholic, ever-present losses informed my photographic practice 
																																																						
11 Sheryl Sandberg, Lean In: Women, Work, and the Will to Lead (New York: Knopf, 2013) 
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from the beginning. They lurked like ghosts until I began to analyse the shifts in 
photography that were causing them to recede: the new, conversational use of 
photographs that now cause them to operate in an extended present rather than signal 
past-ness as soon as they are generated; the convergence of still photographs with 
moving image in the apparatus and on our screens, and the sense of present-ness that 
this brought. As my research moved towards a dematerialised practice, consideration 
of impermanence was re-keyed to my new post-commodity concerns. It mapped 
readily onto live performance and onto mending, which declares a garment to be in a 
state of flux. It also mapped onto my use of sourdough culture as something that needs 
to be shared, fed, used and fed again to survive. Impermanence also resonated with 
my use of still and moving image in projection, in which time flows through the 
apparatus and the primary material of the work is light, and with my use of fixed, 
surveilling cameras in which time similarly perpetually flows. 
 
 
Summary of chapters 
 
Chapter One, ‘New Materiality?’, outlines the context for the initial stages of my 
research: the turn in photographic practice firstly towards a genre of large-scale, 
market-ready digital prints and then back to an analogue materiality I call neo-
Pictorialism, which I argue is also oriented to the market. In this chapter I cite Claire 
Bishop’s Digital Divide (first published in 2012) and Charlotte Cotton’s anthology Words 
Without Pictures (2009) to discuss photography’s recalibration in relation to the 
emerging default of screen viewing and some responses to the new post-internet 
conditions photography now operates in. This is the context in which I developed my 
first body of work of my doctoral research I Had But Couldn’t Keep, and in Chapter Two 
I discuss its development and exhibition. Consisting of photographic prints and moving 
image that referenced film and durational photography, it advocated for a material 
dimension for photography following its dissolution into screen form, integrated moving 
and still image to reflect their convergence in the digital apparatus, and reiterated 
photography’s qualities of trace and transience that have been ongoing in my work.  
This chapter also introduces the radical changes to my research following this 
exhibition. With orientation away from the art market becoming a key organising 
strategy I refer here to Andrea Fraser’s critique of the art market L’1%, C’est Moi (2012) 
among others.  
 
Orienting away from the art market led my research ‘backwards’ from photography and 
video into undertaking temporal actions performed live and for the camera. Chapter 
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Three, ‘Dematerialisation 2.0’, discusses the origins of dematerialisation as a refusal of 
capitalism in Conceptual art that formed a model for my reformulated practice. Helen 
Molesworth’s Work Ethic (2003) is a key text for this discussion, as a contemporary 
examination of post-war Conceptualist practices with specific regard to labour, 
dematerialisation, and the role photography played in these shifts. While these 
practices are historic, I show how they remain relevant exemplars for my performance-
based practice, particularly the work of Merle Laderman Ukeles. In Chapter Four, ‘Give 
It Away’, I refer to the writings of Silvia Federici and Rebecca Solnit which reveal the 
under-acknowledged unpaid labour of women that enables capitalism, including the art 
market; from this perspective, any feminist project is also necessarily an anti-capitalist 
project. My research makes visible this labour, modelling it through the gendered 
activity of needlecraft performances involving total giving. I analyse Yoko Ono’s Cut 
Piece (1964) as an enduring, regularly re-performed example of total giving, and 
introduce the total giving dimension of women’s needlecraft. 
  
In Chapter Five, ‘The Needle and the Damage Undone’, I discuss women’s use of 
needlecraft and textiles in vernacular and art contexts. I refer to Rozsika Parker’s 
feminist history of needlecraft The Subversive Stitch (1984), and Julia Bryan-Wilson’s 
recent Fray: Art and Textile Politics (2017) that examines textiles practices across a 
gamut from art to activism. As a context for my own work, I cite feminist artists such as 
Janine Antoni, Ann Hamilton, and Beili Lu who also use clothing and needlecraft with 
specific reference to materiality, performance, and temporality. Chapter Six, ‘Public 
Performances’ discusses the gallery-based surveilled needlecraft performances I 
developed. In Open for Maintenance I mended people’s clothes and in We Are Still 
Alive I gave away sourdough bread in SCA Galleries under self-surveillance from the 
gallery’s security cameras. In Home Security at Airspace Projects, I unravelled an adult 
garment and reknitted it into children’s hats under self-surveillance from a home 
security system. In Underpinnings, as part of the workshop and performance program 
‘Care and Constraint’ curated by Ivana Jovanovic at ES74 Gallery, I sewed labels onto 
visitors’ clothes under self-surveillance from a head-mounted action camera. I outline 
how each of these performances brought into focus acts of total giving that refused the 
market, modelled female unpaid labour and were performed for both gallery visitors 
and the surveilling lens. 
 
From this point, I move from my main, feminist argument to my complementary 
photographic argument. In Chapter Seven, ‘For the Camera’, I discuss recent shifts in 
relationships between performance and documentation in art and in everyday life that I 
have drawn on in my surveilled performances. I discuss how the self-surveilling of 
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social media and the now-pervasive operator-less surveillance of public spaces such 
as Google Street View have complicated our relationship with surveillance, referring to 
the writing of Daniel Palmer and artworks by Emily Jacir and Jill Magid. I outline the 
production of my first performative work Made Me Cry. Drawing from the writing of 
Philip Auslander and Peggy Phelan, I show how differing positions historically held 
regarding documentation’s effect on performance art’s meanings are becoming, if not 
reconciled, then brought into correlation. Having begun merging still and moving image 
documentation into video, in the final Chapter Eight, ‘Now’s The New Then’, I discuss 
new perceptions of photographic temporality derived from camera phones and other 
imaging devices, and the internet. Beginning with Roland Barthes’ Camera Lucida 
(1981) and his notion of photographic trace, in which the photograph is a stand-in for 
the missing referent, and for his notion of photography’s relationship with death, in 
which through freezing time the photograph paradoxically draws our attention to time’s 
passing, I draw on the writings of David Campany, Geoffrey Batchen, and Brooke A. 
Knight plus the practices of Owen Kydd and Yvonne Todd to show how Barthes’ iconic 
position has shifted. This final chapter thus circles back to re-join the photographic 
context I begin with in Chapter One, ‘New Materiality?’. 
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CHAPTER 1 
NEW MATERIALITY? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Introduction  
 
In this chapter I ask how the retrieval of analogue photography as fetish commodity 
objects in the art world negotiates new relationships with a digitised, networked and 
unstable image-world. I reference some of the collected writings in Charlotte Cotton’s 
anthology of essays, discussions and emails on contemporary photographic practices, 
Words Without Pictures, to consider some recent transitions in photographic print 
cultures. Citing recent survey exhibitions, I examine the turn first to market-friendly 
digital prints with a commercial aesthetic, then to a revival of analogue materiality in 
photography that followed (neo-Pictorialism) that often romanticises old processes and 
deploys them for market purposes. Referring to Claire Bishop’s essay Digital Divide, I 
propose that rather than obsessively retrieving past technologies and pondering their 
particular aesthetics, we urgently need to make sense of the new photography 
ecologies developing around us. This provides the context for the first public exhibition 
of my doctoral research which I discuss in the following chapter, and introduces art’s 
troubling relationship with capitalism that I later critique through a feminist lens. 
 
 
Post-Internet photographic materiality  
 
In many contexts, the photographic object has disappeared and been replaced by 
networked screen imagery. This is not to say that gallery photographs no longer exist, 
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and I will discuss the gallery turn towards prints later in the chapter. However, even 
many engaged viewers of photographic artworks view a photograph not only first on a 
screen but only on a screen. The photograph once required material form. Now the 
characteristics of that form – surface and substrate quality, particularity of scale, spatial 
considerations of installation, a long and varied history of corporeal presentation such 
as daguerreotypes, silver gelatin fine prints, book-form photo-essays, as well new 
postmodern combinations developed within and after the 1980s – may be subsumed 
into the backlit screen of pure image, maximum seventy-two pixels per inch.  
 
Before digitisation, photography had its long and familiar history of being viewed as a 
frame which one looked through like a window, rather than an object one looked at, like 
a painting. Its reproducibility in print media like newspapers from early on supported 
this. For the purposes of my discussion of post-Internet photographic materiality 
however, I consider only photographs made as material artwork, specifically as 
collected and displayed by art museums. Art photographs like these were of course 
viewed as reproductions in books, probably more often than as exhibition objects. But 
books are still material objects, and iconic photographic books like, for example, Robert 
Frank’s The Americans, or Mike Mandel and Larry Sultan’s Evidence bear the 
accumulated evidence of artist decisions that influence our reception of the images in 
them. Selection, sequencing and ordering, quality of reproduction, accompanying text, 
paper stock choice, and design are all ways in which artists frame and present their 
photographs in book form. Ed Ruscha’s anti-formalist photographic books of the 1960s 
radically moved the format into the realm of conceptual experiment. For these reasons, 
I regard photographic artwork in book form as related more to a gallery experience 
than the screen-based viewing experience I now detail. 
 
Unlike viewing other mediums such as painting on the internet, the photograph is 
readily perceived as a screen entity rather than as a representation of an artwork. 
Words Without Pictures, Charlotte Cotton’s collection of essays, posts, and emails on 
contemporary photographic practice from practitioners and theorists, addresses some 
of these issues. Jason Evans, for example, argues for the internet as a place to 
engage in serious photography for its reach, democracy, and accessibility. An art 
school-trained photographer earning a living from editorial commissions, Evans was 
unconcerned by the move from print to screen, saying only of materiality that “…it does 
us good (mentally anyway) to sometimes put aside the seductive thing-ness of 
photography…”13 Responses to Evans’ claims from other contributors were not as 
																																																						
13 Jason Evans, ‘Online Photographic Thinking’ in Words Without Pictures, ed. Charlotte Cotton and Alex Klein, (New 
York: Aperture, 2009), 44. 
REBECCA SHANAHAN PERFORMING AND DOCUMENTING POST-INTERNET: FEMINIST NEEDLECRAFT AND A POETICS OF SURVEILLING  
	
	 21	
celebratory. Amir Zaki’s ‘Not Yet’ pointed out that despite the flaws of the art world, it 
still provided checks and balances and, crucially, the rigorous critical discourse needed 
to for art and artists to progress.14 David Campany’s response raised the problem of 
the aggregation of images without context for ongoing rapid consumption: “…a kind of 
auto-levelling of experience in which the un-hierarchical display of heterogeneous 
images can lead to their own kind of homogeneity.”15  
 
The consideration that photography’s materiality was intrinsic, and the idea that a 
photograph might be about something (an idea) as well as of something (its subject) 
was not fully articulated in these discussions. But a photographic artwork released onto 
the internet is like an animal returned to the wild. It is at the mercy of that environment, 
and must struggle for its place with the other photographic occupants – photographs 
whose purposes are mostly dictated by the commercial, the pornographic and the 
social. With the shucking of material form go those decisions about scale, surface, 
spatiality and all the other decisions that contribute to the work’s conceptual expression. 
All is now dependent on the photograph-as-window: what the picture is of.  As Zaki 
comments, with the loss of its museum or gallery context goes much of the evaluation 
process that originally placed the photograph there: this was gallery-worthy; this 
deserved our contemplation; this may need time to view and intellectual effort to 
understand. Much photographic artwork is an uneasy fit with pop-up ads, the viewer’s 
usual engagement mode of continuous partial attention, and a billion uncalibrated 
screens. Internet artist and theorist Guthrie Lonergan describes this in relation to his 
earlier, passionate interest in music: 
 
I know a lot of people complain about MP3s being inferior to CDs, and CDs 
being inferior to vinyl records, etc., because of sound quality, or album art, but 
this argument misses the bigger picture of music on the internet. The fluidity of 
MP3s, the instant free downloading, and the infinite information about bands 
and genres made music too quick and worthless to me. I started to treat it like 
garbage…The internet is an equalizing force, and I think that this equalizing 
was what took the magic out of music for me and ultimately transformed all 
mediums.16 
 
																																																						
14 Amir Zaki, ‘Not Yet’ in Words Without Pictures, ed. Charlotte Cotton and Alex Klein, (New York: Aperture, 2009), 48-
51. 
15 David Campany, untitled email in Words Without Pictures, ed. Charlotte Cotton and Alex Klein, (New York: Aperture, 
2009), 53. 
16 Guthrie Lonergan, ‘We Did It Ourselves! AKA “My Favourites”: Volume 1 2005 to 2009’ in Mass Effect: Art and the 
Internet in the 21st Century, ed. Lauren Cornell and Ed Halter, (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 2015), 166. 
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As Campany recognised, photography suffers more from this context than other visual 
media: the persistent ambiguity of a medium that is art inside the white cube and just a 
cool capture outside it has ballooned with the loss of its materiality, the exclusive 
professional craft skills, and the specialised apparatus ownership that digitisation 
brought. Many photographic artworks find little purchase on the internet: conceptually-
driven work, abstract photographs, photographs with an unusual tonal range or palette, 
non-linear works and those that operate against narrative or ready readability.  
 
In recent years, two new trends emerged. One was the appearance of work by 
commercial photographers in galleries with an aesthetic often described as ‘punchy’: a 
high contrast tonal range, saturated colour, and graphic composition. The other was 
the larger and more enduring international wave of what I call neo-Pictorialism. These 
were observable in Sydney galleries dedicated to photography such as Stills Gallery 
and the Australian Centre for Photography, and in the many photography competitions 
that sprang up in this period: the short-lived Citibank Photographic Portrait Prize hosted 
by the Art Gallery of New South Wales, the William & Winifred Bowness Photography 
Prize at the Monash Gallery of Art, the Josephine Ulrick and Win Schubert 
Photography Award at the Gold coast Art Gallery.  
 
 
Punchy pix 
 
Following radical downsizing in the news and media industries post-digitisation, during 
the 2000s there was a substantial increase in work by former news and editorial 
photographers exhibited in commercial art galleries. I viewed this wave of work as a 
difficult and often retrograde step for contemporary photographic art practice. Lacking 
the critical shaping and refining process of analysis born of historical and theoretical 
understanding, and sales-focused, I believe it fair to say that this work can be 
frequently conceptually under-articulated, romantic, conservative, and nostalgic. 
Following a large scale, colourful and high contrast commercial aesthetic and often 
heavily post-processed for easy drama, readily understood and hence popular and 
saleable, this work found rapid acceptance in galleries and competitions whilst largely 
avoiding any developed critical position. Being also less disadvantaged by viewing on a 
computer screen than the work I have mentioned above, this kind of photography also 
found a ready home on the internet. The influence of the generation of Australian 
feminist artists who rejuvenated photography, such as Debra Phillips, Jacky Redgate, 
Julie Rrap, and Anne Zahalka, seemed during this period to fade away. They had 
opened the medium to a vigorous and relevant position in contemporary art, creating 
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new interdisciplinary approaches and insisting on critically and conceptually informed 
practice, but now photography appeared to be in danger of returning to its modernist 
apartheid ghetto. For decades, artists had insisted on the need for galleries to exhibit 
photographs, and for photographs to occupy gallery space and receive the extended, 
focused reflection such space offered. But in a particularly Baudrillard-like twist, 
contemporary photographs in galleries now appeared to have had their parameters set 
for internet viewing. 
 
 
The TIFF problem  
 
During this phase, one gallery practice that impoverished photographic culture was the 
mounting of curated shows where the host organisation collected digital files from 
artists and printed them on their behalf. I compare here the international group 
exhibitions Hijacked 1 (2008) and Hijacked 3 (2012), both shown at the Australian 
Centre for Photography. For Hijacked 1, the organisers had participants’ files printed at 
the same dimensions onto the same paper on the same printer. I viewed a crowded 
salon hang of large, bad prints on matte paper. (Matte paper is hard to print on, being 
highly absorbent of inks and less reflective. Colours often over-saturate, shadow detail 
is lost and a true black is hard to achieve.) In Hijacked 1, all the work bled into another. 
Group exhibitions require negotiation and compromise between artist, group, and 
institution. But the privileging here of a uniform size and materiality over the works’ 
individuation was extraordinary. It was a rationale that appeared to follow some 
arrangement between print sponsor and organisation that involved the print company 
offloading surplus rolls of matte paper. It was especially problematic given that digital 
printing has offered artists like myself an expansion of new materials and print 
aesthetics to support ideas, not a contraction. The curatorial assumption that artists’ 
work now consisted of TIFF files to be emailed around the world and printed for a show 
reflected my sense that photography was now suffering a very different material 
identity. It also suggested that photography was still marginalised and deserved less 
funding than other art forms. Imagine suggesting to a sculptor that she should digitise 
her work and send the file to another hemisphere to be 3D printed and exhibited, not 
for conceptual purposes (which could be interesting) but because it is cheaper than 
freighting the actual work. 
 
This tendency did not last for long, which is small wonder, since artists’ work was 
literally hijacked. It is possible, though, that it was part of the context in which artists 
began to consider their relationship with photographic materiality more urgently. 
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Hijacked 3 in 2012 was markedly different. There were fewer artists, with space for 
artists to investigate and occasionally trouble relationships between images and space, 
and a visible commitment to installation as part of the studio process rather than a 
presentation afterthought. There were notable differences in the artists’ approach to 
print scale, materiality, and presentation, including monochrome prints, very small 
scale works and analogue collage.17 This concern with materiality in some 
conceptually-driven current practices engaging with photography has become central 
to much contemporary discourse. This can be seen as both a shift from the exhausted 
assumption of the photograph as window, and a clear attempt at retrieving the material 
qualities of photography that were in danger of being left behind with vernacular 
photography’s migration to screens. The works in the 2012 Sydney exhibition Photo-
sculpture at Galerie Pompom actively refused the emerging default of the on-screen 
internet photo and evidenced particularly material concerns. As curator Amelia Groom 
noted in her essay: “…excessive focus being given to the duplicable pictorial content of 
photographic images…we’ve tended to look through or past the surface of photographs, 
straight to their disembodied depictions.”18 Ideas core to photography theory since 
Sontag, these are resurfacing now as the internet amplifies and coalesces this 
duplicability and disembodiment. My work I Had But Couldn’t Keep, which I discuss in 
Chapter Two, evidenced some of this new concern with materiality along with other 
ideas about temporality. 
 
 
 
Neo-Pictorialism 
 
With this shift towards materiality, however, has also come a tendency which I contend 
may reflect less a retrieval of material expression and more a romantic redeployment of 
photographic techniques likely to appeal to a conservative art market seeking 
uniqueness, novelty and ready frameability. (Some post-internet artists even describe 
this as a way to monetise their online practices.19) This wave of artists is a hipper, 
savvier version of the alternative-processes revivalists of the 1970s and 1980s, such 
as Catherine Rogers, who used hand-built pinhole cameras along with cyanotype and 
Van Dyck printing partly as a strategy to refuse companies like Kodak’s monopoly over 
artists’ materials.  These artists work with old forms like cyanotype, daguerreotype, 
																																																						
17 Christopher Stewart’s essay for the Hijacked 3 exhibition catalogue, ‘Photography in Pieces’, considered the rise of 
analogue collage in contemporary practice. 
18 Amelia Groom, catalogue essay for Photo-sculpture, MOP Projects, Sydney 2012 ISBN 978-1-921661-29-7  
19 This tendency has been exploited by Post-Internet artists like Artie Vierkant, who strategically make what is described 
as ‘IRL’ (in the real world) or ‘offline’ work for galleries that is designed to be documented and seen as a Jpeg: “…what 
Guthrie Lonergan described as 'Internet Aware'–or when the photo of the art object is more widely dispersed [&] viewed 
than the object itself.” See http://jstchillin.org/artie/pdf/The_Image_Object_Post-Internet_us.pdf 
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photograms, wet plate photography and cut and paste collage, while simultaneously 
embracing the marketing and branding platforms of social media.20 The works are often 
unique, making them more collectable, and lack the standardised aesthetic of high-
resolution digital photographs, making them easier to understand as artworks. Craft 
has re-emerged as a marketing point of difference for a generation of digital natives 
looking to dissociate themselves from the increased ease and popularity of digital 
photography. Many of these artists work with themes of failure and ruin, allowing them 
to simultaneously glory in romantic image-making and theorise its limitations. My 
concern with this work is that it risks occupying the same historic position as the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth century Pictorialists before them – a defensive reaction 
to technological change leading ultimately to a dead end. Like the Pictorialists, these 
neo-Pictorialists (my term) are living in a time when photographic technology is 
enabling the most extraordinary collection, reproduction and reach of images. 
Modernism derived from the earlier technological changes but instead of using 
contemporary technologies, many of these artists seem to be sidestepping them.  
 
The 2015 exhibition The Alchemists: Rediscovering Photography in the Age of the 
Jpeg was the last at the Australian Centre for Photography’s Paddington premises, and 
an elegiac miasma hung over the project. At the accompanying conference at Sydney 
College of the Arts on the day I attended, many of the exhibition’s emerging 
practitioners in attendance spoke about the seductive nature of darkroom photography, 
its material appeal, and its particular technical challenges – all things lacking for these 
practitioners in contemporary digital photography. During the conference’s question 
and answer time, the artist Ben Cauchi’s reply to Geoffrey Batchen’s question about 
why he chose his difficult wet plate process was that no one else was doing it and he 
liked that his work looked different from other artists. Cauchi also mentioned that this 
difference was commercially helpful, particularly as his process generates unique 
works rather than multiples. During this informal discussion, most of the artists present 
seemed to agree that working in the darkroom was specifically a reaction against how 
easy and ubiquitous digital photography was. These artists wished to differentiate their 
work from vernacular photography, to make it special. They claimed greater 
authenticity for their work, as it required greater specialised craft skills, and this also 
seemed to imply greater authority for the work.  
 
																																																						
20 See Huw Lemmy, ‘Mission Creep: K-Hole and Trend Forecasting as Creative Practice’, Rhizome, 26.3.13 
http://rhizome.org/editorial/2013/mar/26/mission-creep/#_ftn4  Accessed 18.11.15 
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The Alchemists: Rediscovering Photography in the Age of the Jpeg Australian Centre for 
Photography (2015) 
 
 
New Matter at the Art Gallery of New South Wales in 2016-2017 was another exhibition 
containing Jurassic photographic technologies: cyanotypes, daguerreotypes, analogue 
photograms, montage, collage. James Tyler’s daguerreotypes offered a critical 
dimension: in poignantly echoing nineteenth century anthropological photographs of 
Aboriginal people, Tyler critiqued their representation. This strategy of appropriating old 
scientific and quasi-scientific forms of photography has been around since the pre-
digital 1980s, when for example Joan Fontcuberta was making related work.  
 
 
New Matter Art Gallery of New South Wales (2017) 
 
This wave of younger artists working with old technologies has found support from 
many older artists and curators of the ‘Pictures’ postmodern generation. It appears that 
this work resonates with many Pictures practitioners who moved photography out of its 
formally reductive modernist state. Emerging work has been purchased by older 
curators for public collections, and older artists have mentored and promoted these 
artists, rewarding the younger practitioners’ turn to the past (and cementing their own 
positions of influence by creating a legacy). However, the institutional critique, post-
structural proposals and, particularly, feminist discourses so crucially deployed by 
REBECCA SHANAHAN PERFORMING AND DOCUMENTING POST-INTERNET: FEMINIST NEEDLECRAFT AND A POETICS OF SURVEILLING  
	
	 27	
those earlier practitioners do not seem to have their equivalent in this group of younger 
neo-Pictorialist practitioners.  
 
An artist acquaintance of mine of the same generation as these practitioners works as 
a gallery educator. She was perplexed by how to make New Matter relevant for her 
high school audiences and sought my feedback. Her key questions were: Why should 
her audience care about this analogue work for its own sake? What does this analogue 
work say about the contemporary present? As an artist who is neither of the Pictures 
generation of post-conceptualist postmodernism, nor of the new generation of neo-
Pictorialist practitioners, I found her legitimate questions hard to answer. 
 
Carol Squiers’ curating of What is a Photograph? at the International Centre for 
Photography in New York also attracted criticism. With similar concerns to The 
Alchemists and New Matter, but with a more specific historic thematic of 1970s and 
1980s Conceptualism, most of the criticism of Squiers’ show was the predictable 
pushback to abstraction, camera-less darkroom experimentation, and visually arid 
Conceptual art one would expect to come from photography critics invested in the 
photograph as document. However, Jacob King’s review for Aperture, while needlessly 
critical of the lack of documentary photography (since the show expressly sought to 
offer a different history of photographic practice), also expressed something of my own 
concerns about this work: 
 
For me, however, the trouble is much deeper: it is not that this show looks 
backwards (which it does), but rather, that it looks backwards to produce a 
certain history which at once marginalizes photography’s digital transformation 
and yet at the same time is a product of that shift. For as a response to the 
question “What is a Photograph?”, this selection of works tells us very little 
about any ontology of photography, and far more about a certain anxiety 
plaguing photography museums today: as the taking and sharing of 
photographs becomes integrated into nearly all aspects of daily life, and as the 
backlit screen becomes the photograph’s native support, under what 
circumstances do the white walls of a museum or gallery become an ideal 
environment for reflecting on contemporary photography?21 
King has identified the problem of this kind of photography, that it seems to have 
abandoned its historic capacity to come to grips with its changing forms and traits, as 
happened in the 1920s and again in the 1980s. King’s questioning of the gallery 
																																																						
21 Jacob King, ‘What Is a Photograph?’ Aperture (undated)  https://aperture.org/blog/jacob-king-icps-photograph/, Last 
retrieved 26.218 
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location for photographic discourse also touches on a sensitive area, given 
photography’s historic fight for gallery inclusion. Like the wave of large scale tableau 
photography before it, is photography still being made to fit the conventional idea of 
what an art object in a gallery ought to look like? 
 
 
Claire Bishop’s Digital Divide 
 
My proposal that much of this new focus on materiality in photography romanticises old 
processes without saying much new about an increasingly digitised, networked and 
unstable world is supported by writer Claire Bishop. In her 2012 essay Digital Divide, 
Bishop asked why so few artists were attending to our revised conditions of existence 
in the new digitised world.  
 
While many artists use digital technology, how many really confront the 
question of what it means to think, see, and filter affect through the digital? How 
many thematize this, or reflect deeply on how we experience, and are altered 
by, the digitization of our existence?22 
 
She goes on to suggest that the digital is the background hum to art in the same way 
that TV was to art of the 1960s, and argues that the re-emergence, or at least the 
increased visibility of many practices – analogue, research-based, painting on canvas 
– actively disavow this digital hum. Bishop has more time for the repurposing of pre-
digital materials through assemblage, which she differentiates from bricolage through 
the artist’s retention, rather than abandonment, of the original meaning of the 
appropriated form. She compares this assemblage to digital reformatting and 
transcoding, describing this as “the perpetual modulation of pre-existing files”.23 Bishop 
also critiques research-based practices. She notes that, unlike an earlier generation of 
archivally-oriented artists like Martha Rosler and Hans Haacke who created archives of 
their present conditions, assembling and ordering information to critique the power 
structures that made up their world, recent research-based practitioners orient towards 
a fetishised, pre-digital past, digging for overlooked material to assemble and display 
objects whose aura and value naturally amplify when re-contextualised by an artist 
within the white cube. 
 
																																																						
22 Claire Bishop, ‘Digital Divide’ in Mass Effect: Art and the Internet in the 21st Century, ed. Lauren Cornell and Ed Halter, 
(Cambridge: The MIT Press, 2015), 337. 
23 Bishop, ‘Digital Divide’, 342.	
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Like Bishop, I believe it’s more critically important to make sense of the new 
photography ecologies developing around us than to obsessively retrieve past 
technologies and ponder their particular aesthetics. One of the most pervasive of these 
new ecologies is this marked disappearance from material object to screen of 
vernacular photography. In Chapter Seven I examine the performativity, surveillance, 
and self-surveillance we now routinely live with and generate, and in Chapter Eight I 
discuss convergences between still and moving image as found, for example, in 
durational photography.  
 
As an aside, a parallel trend seems to have emerged in painting. Similar to the work I 
have called neo-Pictorialism, this painting trend comprises abstract work referencing 
post-war art. Similarly championed by older practitioners who see their own legacy 
being perpetuated, it is also easily marketed and has been embraced by collectors able 
to ease formal, minimal, low-content works into their homes’ interior design with 
confidence. Artist and writer Walter Robinson memorably termed it ‘Zombie Formalism’ 
in a 2014 article for Artspace website.24 Art critic Jerry Saltz followed Robinson a few 
weeks later with an article for Vulture website, in which he posted damning grids of 
near-identical work by different artists.25 Painting and photographic practices can’t be 
conflated, of course, but it is fair to suggest that these trends are made welcome in a 
product-hungry art market. 
 
In this chapter I have asked whether the turn in photographic print culture firstly to a 
sales-oriented commercial aesthetic, then to analogue work similarly oriented (albeit 
more subtly) to the market, has thematised or formed a useful critical response to a 
digitised, networked image-world. I have shown how these turns have been 
problematic in coming to grips with massive shifts in image culture. This discussion 
contextualises the first major work developed in my doctoral project: an installation of 
prints and video titled I Had But Couldn’t Keep. I discuss this work in the next chapter, 
and in Chapter Three I introduce the refusal of the art market as a feminist conceptual 
framework that followed. 
  
																																																						
24 Walter Robinson, ‘Flipping and the Rise of Zombie Formalism’, Artspace, 3.4.14. 
http://www.artspace.com/magazine/contributors/see_here/the_rise_of_zombie_formalism-52184 Accessed 16.2.18 
25 Jerry Saltz, ‘Zombies on the Walls: Why Does So Much New Abstraction Look the Same?’ Vulture 17.6.14 
http://www.vulture.com/2014/06/why-new-abstract-paintings-look-the-same.html Accessed 16.2.18 
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CHAPTER TWO 
I HAD BUT COULDN’T KEEP 
 
 
 
 
 
Introduction  
 
This chapter discusses the development and realisation of the first major work in my 
PhD project, an exhibition of prints and video titled I Had But Couldn’t Keep. The work 
was undertaken according to my original doctoral proposal: to ask how the multiple 
photographies that now make up contemporary practice might express emotional 
experiences of presence, absence and transience, distance and intimacy. I ask 
whether, despite the major shifts and recalibrations that have taken place in the last 
few years, pre-digital photography’s trace function and its capacity to evoke absence 
and transience may not only remain but continue to inform current networked, digitised, 
diffused practices. I outline the personal circumstances that triggered further material 
consideration in the Buddhist ideas related to activating emptiness and impermanence 
– mu, ma, mujo and mono no aware – present in much Japanese photography and film. 
I reference the works of Owen Kydd, Yasujirō Ozu, Michelangelo Antonioni and others 
whose films or photographic works are concerned with apprehending temporality. 
Following the exhibition of this work, my research underwent a sharp shift into market 
refusal and dematerialisation, causing a major reformulation of my project away from 
its original, largely photographic concerns. Working ‘backwards’ from photographic 
documentation into performance, and claiming an expanded role for performance 
documentation that mirrored popular shifts in photography, I asked instead how 
feminist performance practice might model an orientation away from neoliberalism both 
within and outside the art world. The last part of this chapter introduces that sharp shift, 
drawing on the writings of Andrea Fraser and other critics of the art market’s ethics. 
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I Had But Couldn’t Keep was exhibited at MOP Projects, Sydney in July 2014 and the 
Substation Centre for the Arts and Culture in Victoria in 2015. Part of the work was also 
curated into the exhibition Playlist at the Yellow House gallery, Sydney, in 2017.  
 
 
Doubled endings: personal and cultural losses 
 
A personal event also informed the development of this work: clearing out the New 
Zealand family home I had grown up in that my mother had occupied since 1976. This 
provoked consideration of materiality in general and specifically of books and analogue 
photographic equipment, both of which were particularly affected by new screen-based 
technologies. These intangible but deeply felt experiences of loss might be divided into 
two kinds of loss: the emotional loss of our relationships with formerly important objects, 
and the symbolic loss of the objects’ value. Books and cameras are named objects. A 
book is a flattish thing with right angled corners made from mostly cellulose sheets, 
glue and printers’ ink. A camera is a light-collecting object that used to be a hollow box 
to contain film, a very long, narrow, flat thing made from various plastics, light sensitive 
chemicals and sometimes dye. These objects no longer carry the meaning they once 
did, since their material nature is no longer contingent on their purpose. A book can be 
a backlit electronic device. A novel can be read on a phone. We now do most of our 
reading on screens and e-books are apparently sufficiently manifest to be catalogued 
alongside actual, tangible objects. A camera no longer needs to be hollow, or box-
shaped, or capable of accommodating, exposing and moving film. It feels less magical, 
since it no longer has secretive internal qualities or a delay in the apprehension of 
latent images. Image apprehension now occurs simultaneous with image capture and 
does not need special apparatus, since a phone is now also a camera. 
 
When a book has been a companion, a comforting small rectangular cure for boredom 
and loneliness, a contributor of revelations about the world and an entry into an 
imaginative space, it is no small thing to find that the object no longer carries the full 
weight of these meanings. It is also strange to discover that books need to be re-
evaluated against screen-based media. The meaning and value of objects with 
material forms begins to diffuse, fade and blow away. When film cameras were 
superseded by digital ones, for many they suddenly resembled wind-up gramophones 
– charming, still fully functional but bulky, gathering dust, their value almost visibly 
eroding. No one wants to discard these cameras because they were so costly to 
acquire, so passionately loved – like extensions to our hands and eyes – and so crucial 
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in generating years of work, so they sit in cupboards with their accessories, taking up 
space. Despite the recent analogue revival by younger artists, those with creative lives 
before digitisation all inhabit museums to some degree, where the collections are 
mostly in deep storage. The decline of ‘books’ and ‘photography’ coincided with the 
demise of my family home in my birth country, creating a sharpened doubled ending.  
 
 
Abelardo Morell, Thoreau: 40 Journals in Chronological Order (2017) 
 
When a book’s material qualities are attended to, the book retains its value as an 
object; meaning is invested in its materiality just as in a gallery-based art object. 
Abelardo Morell’s photographic montage of all of Thoreau’s notebooks reveal the 
physical accumulation of a life’s thought, awareness of the decorative properties of 
Victorian-era notebook covers, understanding of their reception as artefacts in a world 
that is increasingly post-paper, as well as a nod to the familiar form of the typological 
photographic grid. I similarly photographed the three generations of cameras my father 
had made the bulk of his work on, hoods dented and leather cases mould-spotted, and 
filmed myself removing the last roll of film exposed from his camera nine years after he 
died. 
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Rebecca Shanahan, studio research (2014) 
 
Rebecca Shanahan, studio research (2014) 
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Rebecca Shanahan, studio research (2014) 
 
I also photographed the bookcase containing my family’s children’s books. The 
resulting print is an accurate two-dimensional representation of my childhood reading 
life. After I made this image, with its attention to the archaic material quality of its 
subject, my body of work I Had But Couldn’t Keep fell into place around it. 
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I Had But Couldn’t Keep  
 
Rebecca Shanahan, I Had But Couldn’t Keep installation view, MOP Projects (2014) 
 
Rebecca Shanahan, I Had But Couldn’t Keep installation view, MOP Projects (2014) 
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Rebecca Shanahan, I Had But Couldn’t Keep installation view, Substation Centre for Arts and 
Culture, Victoria (2014) 
 
Rebecca Shanahan, I Had But Couldn’t Keep installation view, Yellow House (2017) 
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I Had But Couldn’t Keep considered photography’s retreat from its material print 
identity into screen culture and its new convergence between still and moving images 
through the digital apparatus that now offers both. (The title came from a line in a 
favourite Lou Reed song, and in yet another ending Reed died a few days after I chose 
it.) Informed by Japanese aesthetics of impermanence, it also reflected on the schism 
formed when photography moved from Roland Barthes’ identification of a photograph 
as being essentially of the past, a ‘that has been’, to its current nature of 
impermanence, exchange and visual chatter, of what is ‘happening right now’.26 I Had 
But Couldn’t Keep was a visual meditation on things that might or might not end, loss, 
absence and transience. It consists of photographs and video of everyday objects and 
spaces using a minimal, abstract poetic to invoke introspection and flux. Like much of 
my work, the prints and video images in I Had But Couldn’t Keep are clearly descriptive 
of the surfaces, objects, and spaces they depict, and simultaneously visually 
abstracted. Most of the print subjects are banal objects lost, passing or empty and 
come both from my everyday family and professional life: a child’s outgrown drawing 
table; the previously mentioned bookcase photographed before it went into a skip.  
 
The prints simultaneously foregrounded the material expression of the photographic 
print and its ephemerality, using very lightweight paper suspended out from the wall by 
magnets holding the work only by its top edge. This traditional Japanese washi paper, 
made from mulberry fibres, has been around for hundreds of years and has great 
longevity and an exceptional strength to weight ratio created by the fibres felting 
together. Washi paper for inkjet printing had recently been developed in Japan and I 
imported a roll into Australia for this work. This very particular materiality was central to 
the work. A photographic print declares and fixes its creator’s intentions and terminates 
them in the image-object, unlike an image circulating infinitely on various screens of 
various sizes in a state of what Claire Bishop has called ‘perpetual modulation’.27 
Representing the accumulation of decisions the artist made and behaving like other 
gallery-based artwork in other media, a print’s scale, surface, weight, installation and 
so on all play important expressive roles. Authorship remains clear. Because the 
material nature of my prints was so specific it drew attention to this material expression 
so the ‘window’ effect of the photographic image became secondary. The extreme 
lightness of the paper drew attention to the tension between the historic role of relic or 
keepsake that photographic prints have played and their simultaneous ephemerality 
and vulnerability to damage and loss. (During the various exhibitions of this work, 
																																																						
26 Geoffrey Batchen, ‘Observing by Watching: Joachim Schmid and the Art of Exchange’, Aperture #210 Spring 2013 
https://aperture.org/blog/observing-by-watching-joachim-schmid-and-the-art-of-exchange/  
27 Claire Bishop ‘Digital Divide: Contemporary Art and New Media’ in Mass Effect, ed. Lauren Cornell and Ed Halter, 
(Cambridge: MIT Press, 2015), 342.		
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draughts caused the prints to billow gently.) It also alluded to the tenuousness of the 
paper print in contemporary life.  
 
Vernacular printed photographs have all but disappeared; in the last few years the 
family photo album has become a collection that exists on Facebook, Instagram or 
Flickr. Rather like Tacita Dean’s 2006 film Kodak, the prints in I Had But Couldn’t Keep 
are an elegy for a medium’s disappearing form. They can be further seen in relation to 
contemporary art’s melancholy interest in ruins, as a pivot point between old forms of 
photography and new, between the past’s declines and false certainties and the 
future’s dystopian precarity. I kept my analysis cool through straightforward at-scale 
description to avoid too romantic a register, and as will be seen, the elegiac intent did 
not survive in my research beyond this work.   
 
My choice of a mostly monochrome palette was driven not by nostalgia but to reiterate 
the photographic trace – to foreground the fact of reproduction through the medium of 
light. The works were made with a digital single lens reflex camera. Although some 
viewers assumed they were made with a film camera, this was probably monochrome 
misdirection, since the prints have the clarity of a full frame digital sensor. Some of the 
images are cropped to their natural object outlines. With the one to one scale, this 
proposes the possibility of an enduring indexical dimension to the photograph post-
digitisation. The tonality is classic modernist Zone system: a full range of tones and 
higher contrast than I usually use. This tonal range supports the prints’ indexicality but 
has also been retrieved from the past to underpin our current distance from the 
twentieth century modernist photography canon.  
 
 
 
Rebecca Shanahan, I Had But Couldn’t Keep detail (2014) 
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Rebecca Shanahan, I Had But Couldn’t Keep detail (2014) 
 
The bookcase print above was Highly Commended in the Fremantle Arts Centre Print 
Award in 2015. 
 
Two of the objects photographed are absent tools: the empty case for a set of drawing 
compasses and dividers purchased when I started high school, and the burning-in card 
for darkroom print manipulation I made as an undergraduate photography student; it 
absurdly survived all my house moves in subsequent decades as other more valuable 
items went missing.  
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Rebecca Shanahan, I Had But Couldn’t Keep detail (2014) 
 
 
Rebecca Shanahan, I Had But Couldn’t Keep detail (2014) 
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Despite being roughly A4 and made of box board, this object reminded me of a found 
version of Lucio Fontana’s punctured painting Spatial Concept ‘Waiting’ and Anish 
Kapoor’s early void works, both of which seek some expression of infinity within 
everyday form. This was the sole colour print in the exhibition – a playful little incursion 
into the monochrome palette to complicate any heritage reading. 
 
 
Lucio Fontana (1899-1968), Spatial Concept ‘Waiting’ (1960) 
 
 
 
 
Anish Kapoor, Void Field (1989) 
 
Another print depicts a ruined wall from a nineteenth century bush gold mining 
operation. Built with enormous labour and difficulty and used for only a couple of years, 
it has been a ruin for far longer than it was ever complete and in use. In this image, I 
used shallow depth of field and tight centralised composition to suggest a kind of split 
that might be perceived as temporal/historical as well as spatial. 
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Rebecca Shanahan, I Had But Couldn’t Keep detail (2014) 
 
I was thinking of a kind of reversing of Gordon Matta-Clark’s Splitting, a reverse slit 
occupying positive space rather than a negative one and through space rather than 
time. 
 
  
Gordon Matta-Clark (1943-1978), Splitting (1974) 
 
This image and one of a rusted circular wire object were photographed during a 2014 
residency at Hill End.  
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Rebecca Shanahan, I Had But Couldn’t Keep detail (2014) 
 
A pile of thirteen folded pillowcases was a visual description of quotidian family laundry 
chores but also a playful reference to Ed Ruscha’s Twentysix Gasoline Stations. This 
subject derives from feminine, domestic space rather than the masculine public space 
of the open highway. It is intensely quotidian as opposed to the equally masculine and 
disruptive narrative of the road trip, in which one steps out of everyday time and place 
to enter the non-place of the highway and the specific time of a linear journey. This 
image was edited out because its overtly feminine associations and critique weren’t 
commensurate with the less gendered readings of the other images. However, as my 
first work consciously referencing gendered labour using textiles, it was a significant 
beginning of the shift in my research and a key work in my process. 
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Rebecca Shanahan, studio research (2014) 
 
 
 
 
Ed Ruscha, Twentysix Gasoline Stations page spread (1963) 
 
 
I Had But Couldn’t Keep: video, duration 
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The video component of I Had But Couldn’t Keep was a development from a previous 
work, Small Hours (2012) which was the first major project in which I exhibited both 
prints and videos. It continued my interest in what has come to be called by some 
theorists and practitioners ‘durational photography’: a form of moving image located 
within photographic practice which adds duration to an image otherwise conforming to 
photographic convention. I identify this as a new form of moving image practice, since 
it comes not from the main moving image histories of avant-garde video practice or 
cinema, but has evolved through the convergence of still and moving image apparatus 
that digital technology enabled for the first time. 
 
Artists like Owen Kydd and Yvonne Todd have exhibited durational photographs that 
often read initially as still photographs on lightboxes, since each single-channel image 
has its own screen and is exhibited singly. Todd’s durational work uses movement and 
sound to amplify her uncanny appropriation of various eccentric minor genres of 
commercial photography. Kydd is at his most interesting for me when considering the 
present-ness of this kind of photography, rather than its formal intrigue. His discussion 
of the ‘live feed’ quality of durational photography was resonant with my own 
increased orientation towards surveillance photography as a temporal mode rather 
than a Foucault-ian deployment of power. My own conceptualising of the durational 
photography in I Had But Couldn’t Keep was to do both an orientation to still 
photography and also with realising cinematic influences as moving as well as still 
images. As a still photographer, I had been influenced for many years by the post-war 
auteur film-makers Yasujirō Ozu and Michelangelo Antonioni. I was specifically 
interested here in the technique of temps mort in Antonioni’s L’Éclisse and Ozu’s 
Tokyo Story.  
 
Temps mort translates literally from the French as ‘dead time’. It is the term used when 
filming occurs before or after characters move into frame or action takes place. Used 
by Ozu and Antonioni, these moments of temps mort often resemble small pauses or 
breaths. By removing action, even when they last only a couple of seconds these 
moments allow increased awareness of time, whether its passing or its suspension. 
Ozu’s use of temps mort also amplifies Buddhist consideration of the impermanence of 
lives, with his celebrated fixed camera position framing spaces through which the ebb 
and flow of human activity passes. It follows the principle of ma, which Kathe Geist 
defines as a kind of moving mu and which for John Cage related to the silences or 
intervals between sounds. These ask us to recognise and acknowledge absence and 
transience as well as presence and permanence. Andy Warhol’s separation of action 
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from duration in works such as Empire was also of interest to me in developing this 
work, as it gave me permission to make moving image work in which nothing ‘happens’. 
 
The video work was two-channel. The larger screen acted much as the accompanying 
prints: the clips it contained were visually and conceptually related but not read as 
either series or narrative. The clips consisted of images of time symbolised through 
natural and cultural events, often represented through crowds: a queue of families at 
the Easter show moving endlessly left and right between the barriers placed to contain 
and manage the queue; children seen from a flattened overhead perspective moving in 
and out of frame, playing in clouds of vapour, lighted hotel windows at night through 
which could be seen flickering screens and figures entering and leaving rooms, rain 
falling on the surface of water. All but one of the moving image works had a fixed 
viewpoint and surveilled what unfolded before them. The exception was a tracking shot 
moving through the University of Sydney Fisher Library’s recently emptied shelves of 
de-accessioned books, since the idea of this particular absence could only become 
legible when described through space rather than time. 
 
 
Rebecca Shanahan, I Had But Couldn’t Keep video still (2014) 
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Rebecca Shanahan, I Had But Couldn’t Keep video still (2014) 
 
 
Rebecca Shanahan, I Had But Couldn’t Keep video still (2014) 
 
The smaller screen depicted water passing over a rock edge rendered clearly but 
without any traditional landscape perspective to create either mise-en-scène or pictorial 
harmony. A horizon formed only two simplified picture elements of water and rock; 
shallow depth of field removes most information other than the flow of water from the 
frame. The camera is still, the water flows endlessly. This work’s simplified framing and 
abstraction and use of water as subject matter referenced Hiroshi Sugimoto’s 
Seascapes and Naoya Hatakeyama’s River photographic series.  
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Rebecca Shanahan, I Had But Couldn’t Keep video still (2014) 
 
 
 
Market refusal after I Had But Couldn’t Keep 
 
We used to live in a society, now we live in an economy.28 
 
I have been invested in photographic prints throughout my practice even as I added 
screen-based moving image to it, and I Had But Couldn’t Keep declared prints’ 
enduring value at a time of perhaps their greatest vulnerability to being superseded by 
screen-based media. The most unexpected outcome of the exhibition, then, was my 
decision to stop making prints, and orient away from commodity production. I outline 
here the ethical contexts that were beginning to occupy me more and more and 
discuss how they eventually came to change the way I was working. 
 
The art market is a deeply compromised system. In it, a society’s cultural expression 
and legacy is excessively subsumed to the financial, egotistical, and strategic gain of 
individuals, corporations (in which category I include private galleries and public 
galleries covertly driven by private interests) and governments. This is not to dismiss 
the benefits of philanthropy outright, but rather to point to the problems that occur when 
private purses relieve neoliberal government of its obligation to fund culture, dictate the 
policies of public exhibiting and collecting institutions, and determine what art 
represents our culture in order to protect and boost their investments.  
 
																																																						
28 Thomas Keneally on Q and A, ABC-TV 26.5.14. 
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No culture can develop without a social basis, without a source of stable income. 
And in the case of the avant-garde, this was provided by an elite among the 
ruling class of that society from which it assumed itself to be cut off, but to 
which it has always remained attached by an umbilical cord of gold. The 
paradox is real.29 
 
This quote from Clement Greenberg’s famous 1939 essay ‘Avant-garde and Kitsch’ 
remains startlingly fresh with a just slight update of nomenclature. Instead of 
Greenberg’s golden umbilical cord connecting ‘the avant-garde’ to the ‘ruling class’, it 
now connects ‘contemporary artists’ to ‘the one per cent’. Over the last few years, 
commercial art fairs and Biennales have sprung up and festered, their queasy co-
dependence slotting nicely into neoliberalist principles and providing spectacular 
excess for the wealthy. While the most extreme examples of this activity are to be 
found in other global centres, Australia has its fair share. Artists and writers like Ben 
Eltham, John Kelly, Ian Milliss, David Pledger and Natalie Thomas regularly critique 
Australian art and its problematic shaping by neoliberalist principles and by individuals 
of wealth and influence operating successfully within neoliberalism.30  
 
As part of his doctoral studies at RMIT University, Melbourne, David Pledger is 
investigating the newly corporatised models of arts funding and management. In recent 
articles for arts websites, Pledger shows how government arts organisations have 
willingly adopted neoliberalist corporate principles to ‘manage’ artists, rather than 
quarantine them from the influence of the market for the public good: 
 
The prosecution of the arts as a game of numbers, compliance and governance 
is only the surface issue…the arts bureaucracy has dealt with the 
unmanageable artist-individual by turning them into an artist-organisation, 
forcing them to “incorporate”, to turn themselves into associations, companies, 
mini-institutions. The artist then reflects an image the arts agency can recognise 
and organize within its own mechanistic view of the world. As these artist-
organisations grow, they develop symbiotically with the arts agency, adopting 
its values, priorities, and behaviours - Stockholm Syndrome for the arts.31 
 
																																																						
29 Clement Greenberg, Art and Culture/Avant-Garde and Kitsch, (London: Thames and Hudson, 1979) 
30 I return to Kelly and Thomas in my next chapter. See also Ben Eltham, ‘Paying the Piper: Art in an Age of Elite 
Capital’, Runway http://runway.org.au/paying-the-piper/, retrieved 10.10.18; and Ian Millis, ‘Why Don’t We Boycott All 
Biennales’, originally published in Artlink Issue 36:1, March 2016, retrieved from http://milliss.com/why-dont-we-boycott-
all-biennales/ 10.10.18 
31 David Pledger, ‘Can the Arts Free Itself from Stockholm Syndrome?’ Artshub 2.11.16.  
http://www.artshub.com.au/news-article/opinions-and-analysis/public-policy/david-pledger/can-the-arts-free-itself-from-
stockholm-syndrome-252527 
Accessed 27.9.17.  
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With its greater inequality, the United States is further along in its critique of the way art 
is being co-opted by the rich and the very rich. In an article for Artnet, Ben Davis took 
this problematic still further by airing the subject of contemporary artists coming from 
mostly well-off backgrounds. In it he concluded: 
 
… a lot depends for visual art, both in terms of public good will and its own self-
perception, on its being thought of as a field with broad social significance 
rather than as a quirky subculture for the well-to-do, like dressage.32 
 
Dressage! This is a quietly searing condemnation of visual art culture.33  
 
We often pretend that artistic meaning exists in a completely different universe 
than economic value. That simply is not true.34  
 
American performance artist Andrea Fraser’s institutional critique has at its base the 
premise that the art world does not operate in isolation from the broader economy. Her 
essay ‘L’1%, C’est Moi’ was available for download from the Whitney Museum of 
American Art during the 2012 Biennal.35 Focusing on relationships between collectors 
and institutions, it is an excoriating analysis of the international art world’s economics. 
Fraser’s essay begins with an extensive rundown of top art collectors, outlining how 
their enormous wealth has come at the expense and downright misery of others. An 
excerpt: 
 
The firm of MoMA chairman Jerry Speyer defaulted on a major real estate 
investment in 2010, losing $500 million for the California State Pension Fund 
and up to $2 billion in debt secured by US federal agencies. And there is 
Reinhold Würth, worth $5.7 billion, who has been fined for tax evasion in 
Germany and compared taxation to torture. He recently acquired ‘Virgin of 
Mercy’ by Hans Holbein the Younger, paying the highest price ever for an 
																																																						
32 Ben Davis, ‘Do you have to be rich to make it as an artist?’ Artnet, 14.01.16. https://news.artnet.com/market/do-you-
have-to-be-rich-to-succeed-as-an-artist-403166 Accessed 7.8.17 
33 While Davis was writing to the American art world, my own professional experience bears out this tendency for artists 
to come from a privileged background. I interviewed National Art School program applicants for many years. After the 
NAS privatised, its student fees skyrocketed and students initially had no access any to loans or schemes – full fees 
were payable up-front. Yet the applicants didn’t balk when informed and batted the discussion away. In the dozens of 
interviews I conducted, I don’t recall one applicant expressing concern that paying these massive upfront fees might 
prove difficult. 
34 Andrea Fraser, ‘How The Art Market Became A Luxury Goods Business’  
http://au.phaidon.com/agenda/art/articles/2012/march/27/how-the-art-market-became-a-luxury-goods-business/, 
Accessed 9.02.18 
35 Fraser’s essay is no longer available on the Whitney’s website but numerous pdfs circulate: 
https://toddusandronicus.files.wordpress.com/2012/01/andrea-fraser-1.pdf Accessed 9.2.18 
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artwork in Germany and outbidding the Städelsche Kunstinstitut in 
Frankfurt/Main, where the painting had been on display since 2003.36 
 
Fraser’s essay draws on art market analysis by economists showing that art prices 
escalate when inequality increases. Using the Gini index to track global income 
disparity, Fraser shows that the more impoverished people become, the wealthier art 
collectors and the institutions they patronise become. Fraser poses the question that I 
asked myself: 
 
Except to stalwart adherents of trickle-down theory, it must be abundantly clear 
by now that what has been good for the art world has been disastrous for the 
rest of the world. How can we continue to rationalize our participation in this 
economy? 37  
 
Photography was affected by the booming art market. Having fought for its artistic 
credentials from the start, the medium had come of age in the gallery system during 
the 1980s. It was then that the work done in previous decades to locate photography 
within the art museum came to fruition, with artists – who, perhaps crucially to this 
trajectory, did not necessarily identify as photographers – using the medium critically 
and innovatively. But during the nineteen nineties and two thousands, photographs by 
the Gregory Crewdsons, the Andreas Gurskys and the Jeff Walls et al swelled to 
history painting proportions and similar levels of kitsch, bloating sale records.  
 
 
 
Jeff Wall, Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam (2014) 
																																																						
36 Andrea Fraser, ‘L’1%, C’est Moi’, 2. https://toddusandronicus.files.wordpress.com/2012/01/andrea-fraser-1.pdf 
Accessed 9.2.18. 
37 Fraser, 5. 
 
	
REBECCA SHANAHAN PERFORMING AND DOCUMENTING POST-INTERNET: FEMINIST NEEDLECRAFT AND A POETICS OF SURVEILLING  
	
	 52	
 
 
 
Andreas Gursky, Istanbul Modern Art Museum, Istanbul (2007) 
 
Photography was no longer the pirate of the art world, operating as a critical medium of 
dissent and deconstruction. It had joined the navy to produce anodyne, expensive 
decorations. Anne Marsh writes of this work that:  
 
…it confirms and celebrates the conventions of the pictorial tradition of Western 
art and is therefore not experimental: in fact one could argue that it is the 
spectacle of our times.38  
 
I propose that these artists did understand that photography could be activated in a 
new way by an expression of the cinematic in still form, but its ready reception into the 
art market (with its path smoothed by the writer and critic Michael Fried’s celebrated 
endorsement in the form of his Why Photography Matters as Art as Never Before39) 
possibly doomed it to self-pastiche quite early on.  
 
With the large prints made available by new technology now the norm, the cost of 
having a series of prints made became prohibitive. Framing, always a financial bugbear 
for artists, often moved beyond their reach altogether at this amped-up scale. On one 
level, I Had But Couldn’t Keep was a critique of this oversized, colourful capitalist 
spectacle, of shoots that needed a film crew, expensive gear and possibly a helicopter, 
of works so huge and heavy they needed cranes to be moved, like bronze 
monuments.40 My prints were unframed, literally light, and two of the works measured 
just a few centimetres. I showed I Had But Couldn’t Keep at MOP Projects, a now-
defunct project space receiving a mixture of private and government support. During its 
																																																						
38 Anne Marsh, Performance Ritual Document (South Yarra, Melbourne: Macmillan, 2014), 51. 
39 Michael Fried, Why Photography Matters as Art as Never Before (New Haven, Conn.; London: Yale University Press, 
c. 2008) 
40 Gregory Crewdson famously once used more than one hundred lights to shoot a single image in a town’s closed-off 
main street. I attended a talk by Crewdson around 2014 where he spoke about his uncharacteristically modestly-
produced series Sanctuary made on the Cinecittà film set in Rome. His description of his ‘skeleton’ team for the shoot 
was revealing: “It was just me, the camera operator and the wet-down man.” 
REBECCA SHANAHAN PERFORMING AND DOCUMENTING POST-INTERNET: FEMINIST NEEDLECRAFT AND A POETICS OF SURVEILLING  
	
	 53	
run, a collector wandered in from a private viewing in the commercial space next door. 
Our conversation revealed a disconnect between our understandings of my role. In the 
collector’s eyes, I was a supplier of a home commodity. His questions for me 
concerned the durability of my product, and whether its apparent fragility meant my 
prices were unreasonable and I was untrustworthy. This conversation triggered an 
internal crisis meeting with myself. The urgent agenda was to consider my own 
complicity in the art market and formulate some kind of policy in response. I could not 
avoid the core problem that if I wasn’t prepared to participate marketplace negotiations, 
perhaps I shouldn’t be producing commodities for it, even if this had never been my 
primary intention. I needed both to remove myself from that function and to critique it. 
Minor as it was, this conversation with the collector helped to coalesce my growing 
desire to question the dominant framework of the art market and the artist-patron 
system surviving largely intact from medieval times. Despite my interest in art’s 
concrete materiality, I became interested in re-orienting away from the market as an 
organising principle of my practice.  
 
In this chapter I have shown how my print and screen work I Had But Couldn’t Keep 
enquired how the multiple photographies that now make up contemporary practice 
might express emotional experiences of presence, absence and transience, distance 
and intimacy. I have outlined how I used new advances in pigment printing to produce 
prints with a specific materiality to evoke absence and transience at a pivotal time in 
the history of the photographic print, and how I drew on the convergence of still and 
moving photography (‘durational photography’) to consider new forms of photographic 
temporality. I then introduced the shift in my thinking that caused a reformulation of my 
work by orienting away from the art market as an organising principle. The following 
chapter introduces the dematerialised and feminist performance practices from 
Conceptual art of the 1960s and 1970s that provided a historic precedent to this shift 
but was also relevant to the present socio-political context in which I was making work. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
DEMATERIALISATION 2.0 
 
 
 
 
	
 
 
Introduction  
 
In this chapter I ask what models exist for a dematerialised practice that refuses the art 
market. I discuss some of the dematerialised art practices that developed as part of 
Conceptual art of the 1960s and 1970s which are exemplars for my research. These 
practices offer historic precedents for the orientation of my practice away from the art 
market, and alternative frameworks for making and thinking: in particular, the idea of 
art as action rather than commodity object, and the co-opting of everyday life as art. I 
use both of these approaches in my works and contend that these precedents remain 
applicable to contemporary life. Despite massive technological change, capitalism is 
still the economic paradigm providing the context in which art is made. The shift from a 
goods economy to a service economy that provided impetus during the post-war period 
for the Conceptualist reformulation of art practice also remains largely in place. 
Additionally, as I outlined in Chapter Two, art is still connected to wealth through a 
medieval patronage system. With the contemporary gig economy taking hold and with 
global conflict continuing to displace and create precarity for record numbers of 
people,41 the need to challenge art’s role in perpetuating inequity remains urgent. As I 
discuss in this chapter, pioneering feminist art practices from the 1960s and 1970s also 
remain relevant in the contemporary moment.  
 
 
 
																																																						
41 According to the Refugee Agency, in 2016 the numbers of displaced people were greater than at any time in the 
agency’s seventy-year history. This includes the aftermath of World War Two. See ‘Forced Displacement worldwide at 
its highest in decades’ http://www.unhcr.org/afr/news/stories/2017/6/5941561f4/forced-displacement-worldwide-its-
highest decades.htm 
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Work Ethic 
 
At the end of Chapter Two, I outlined my decision to refuse the art market as a 
framework for future artmaking. Helen Molesworth’s book Work Ethic helped me 
understand this crisis, experienced after exhibiting I Had But Couldn’t Keep and 
deciding not to continue making commodities. An expanded catalogue, Work Ethic was 
published to accompany the major exhibition of the same name Molesworth curated at 
the Baltimore Museum of Art during 2003-2004. Bringing together significant 
Conceptual artists of the 1960s and 1970s, Molesworth’s focus was on artists who 
worked to dematerialise the work of art through its translation into conceptually-driven 
labour-based actions, processes, happenings and tasks. Reflecting the post-war shift 
from a product, or industrial, economy to a management economy, these works 
similarly transformed the role of the artist from maker to manager and engaged 
audiences in ways that often asked them to participate in, and in many cases complete, 
the work. Molesworth’s and the other essayists’ clear articulation of the 
dematerialisation of artwork by these artists provided a new perspective for me. Art and 
artists that I was familiar with were here given new context within broader socio-
economic events: the war in Vietnam; the industrial appropriation of people’s time and 
labour; the shift from worker as producer to worker as manager. Despite taking place in 
the post-war period, these events seemed to mirror contemporary life, in which 
neoliberalism’s stranglehold on culture needed artists to respond with a different kind of 
art. I recognised a precedent for my dilemma and a potential new framework for 
practice. The theories of practice of interest to me were those that: foregrounded the 
idea of artistic labour; refused the commodity role of artworks; declared a life lived in 
various ways to be art; asked the audience to contribute to the making of the work; and, 
like my existing photographic practice, derived meaning from Zen Buddhist ideas of 
impermanence. 
 
 
Artistic labour 
 
The artist’s labour is the unifying thread connecting all the artists in Work Ethic, as can 
be seen in the book’s chapter titles: The Artist as Manager and Worker: The Artist Sets 
and Completes a Work; The Artist as Manager: The Artist Sets a Task for Others To 
Complete; The Artist As Experience Maker: The Audience Completes The Work and 
last and perhaps most welcome: Quitting Time: The Artist Tries Not To Work. For my 
purposes, the artist’s labour is specifically female, and is connected to female unpaid 
labour, a point which will be discussed in detail in Chapter Four. More generally, the 
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idea of labour is central to my reformulated practice as it shifts the locus of an artwork 
away from the object produced towards the artist’s process: art as a verb. This is 
naturally congruent with refusing the commodity role of artworks, with works like Allan 
Kaprow’s Fluids (1967 and ongoing) in which a team of people labour to produce a 
shed-scaled rectangular enclosure from blocks of ice that is left to melt. I return to 
Fluids later. 
  
 
Refusing the commodity role of artworks 
In her chapter in Work Ethic ‘Exchange Rate: On Obligation and Reciprocity in Some 
Art of the 1960s and After’, Miwon Kwon discusses art and artists who not only refused 
the art market through dematerialisation but in her view, went further by developing 
entirely new strategies of exchange. Kwon quotes Lucy Lippard, who first identified, 
named and discussed dematerialisation as a Conceptualist strategy (to clarify the 
following quote, Lippard references herself within it):  
 
Anti-establishment fervor in the 1960s focused on the de-mythologization and 
de-commodification of art, on the need for an independent (or “alternative”) art 
that could not be bought and sold by the greedy sector that owned everything 
that was exploiting the world and promoting the Vietnam War. “The artists who 
are trying to do non-object art are introducing a drastic solution to the problems 
of artists being bought and sold so easily, along with their art.”42 
 
This statement still resonates in the twenty-first century, with its neoliberal, globalised 
political economy from which art cannot be separated, and in which the market cannot 
be separated from the art.  
 
English writer and activist George Monbiot tracks neoliberalism from its late 1930s 
development in the USA by Austrian-born economists Ludwig von Mises and Friedrich 
Hayekas a reaction to totalitarian Nazism and communism. Fueled by think tanks 
funded by very wealthy individuals who saw its potential for hugely increasing their 
profits, it expanded from the 1970s onwards under Ronald Reagan, Margaret Thatcher, 
and in New Zealand when I was growing up, under Labour politician Roger Douglas. 
Monbiot defines neoliberalism as a system “which regards competition as the defining 
																																																						
42 Lucy Lippard quoted by Miwon Kwon, ‘Exchange Rate: On Obligation and Reciprocity in Some Art of the 1960s and 
After’, in Work Ethic, ed. Helen Molesworth (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2013), 84. 
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characteristic of all human relations”.43 To paraphrase Monbiot, under neoliberalism, 
government’s major responsibility is to stay out of the way of the market and to remove 
from it all impediments to profitable competition. Hence: privatisation, the shucking of 
government social responsibility, the outsourcing of civil services, the expansion of the 
gig economy. Corporations need no longer be environmentally or socially accountable. 
People are either winners or losers. Neoliberalists do not acknowledge structural 
disadvantage, or the unpaid labour, mostly women’s, that is essential to capitalism, and 
do not have a problem with the increased inequality neoliberalism has caused globally. 
They believe instead in the rhetoric of individual aspiration, and what is popularly called 
trickle-down theory, in which the poor are supposed to receive follow-on benefit as the 
rich get richer through tax cuts.    
 
If we are to live a life in line with our ethical compasses, participating in the art market 
in any way is difficult, and nearly all parts of the art world eventually connect to the art 
market. The forces of the free market have no problem with behaviour that undermines 
the social contract at best and is cruel at worst; the art market is not immune from this. 
Some local examples: Until sustained pressure from activists changed this recently, the 
National Gallery of Victoria used security services holding contracts to the government-
sanctioned torture camp of Manus Island;44 the Art Gallery of New South Wales (by 
whom I am casually employed, making me complicit) partners with corporates whose 
strategies are by any ethical measure criminal.45 Further afield, criminals routinely 
launder money by trading contemporary art;46 the Abu Dhabi Guggenheim mistreats 
migrant building labourers;47 until recently the Tate Gallery partnered with BP, who 
advocated for fossil fuels and therefore for global warming.48 People with fabulous 
wealth accrued by mistreating others open spectacular private galleries.49 Artists as 
they gain power in the market also participate in exploitation: performers working in 
delegated performances are mistreated and underpaid by the more powerful artist 
commissioning them,50 and possibly abused;51 animals are mistreated by artists in 
																																																						
43 George Monbiot, ‘Neoliberalism: The Ideology at the Root of All Our Problems’ 
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2016/apr/15/neoliberalism-ideology-problem-george-monbiot Accessed 11 09.18. 
44 https://www.artistscommittee.com/letter/ Accessed 19.10.17. 
45 Natalie Thomas, ‘A Weekend in Sydney: Class and Culture Wars’ https://nattysolo.com/2017/07/06/a-weekend-in-
sydney-class-and-culture-wars/, 06.07.17, Accessed 19.10.17. 
46 Patricia Cohen, ‘Valuable As Art, But Priceless As A Tool To Launder Money’ New York Times 12.05.13.  
http://www.nytimes.com/2013/05/13/arts/design/art-proves-attractive-refuge-for-money-launderers.html Accessed 
19.10.17. 
47 David Batty, ‘Art World Protest Over 'Mistreatment' Of Migrants At Abu Dhabi Cultural Hub’, 03.11.13 
 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2013/nov/02/abu-dhabi-culture-guggenheim-louvre-workers-rights, Accessed 
19.10.17. 
48Arthur Neslen, ‘A Fossil Fuels-Arts World Divorce Is 'The Way The World Is Moving', 11.03.16, 
 https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2016/mar/11/fossil-fuels-arts-world-divorce-is-way-the-world-is-moving-tate-
bp Accessed 19.19.17. 
49 Rhonda Lieberman, ‘Hoard D’Oeuvres: Art of the 1 Per Cent’, January 2014, https://thebaffler.com/salvos/hoard-
doeuvres Accessed 26.02.18. 
50 Claudia La Rocco, ‘Yvonne Rainer Blasts Marina Abramović and MOCA LA’, 
http://theperformanceclub.org/2011/11/yvonne-rainer-douglas-crimp-and-taisha-paggett-blast-marina-abramovic-and-
moca-la/, 11.11.2011. Accessed 19.10.17. 
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works shown at the Guggenheim New York, with the Guggenheim withdrawing the 
work not because of this insupportable fact but because of dubious concerns about 
employee safety in the face of protest.52  
 
It is easy to compile a list of horrors, and it is reasonable to suggest that there are no 
aspects of life from which we can quarantine unethical practice. But I contend that art, 
which is functionally abstract in an economy but utterly vital to culture and communities 
should, like public health, be a safe place free from abusive profiteering. As a way out 
of this ethical impasse, the dematerialised work of art, in which the commodity object is 
replaced by art as action or idea, has an appealing logic. Kwon is quick to point out the 
drawbacks of applying this position to contemporary practice, however: 
 
…the residual materials that physically evidence the idea or action in the form 
of a proposal, instruction, “score”, relic, souvenir, or documentation, is a 
commonplace in today’s art market. The very nature of the market economy 
has also shifted since the late 1960s, and immaterial, invisible, aspects, such as 
services, information, and “experience”, are now quantifiable units of measure 
to gauge economic productivity, growth, and profit.53 
 
We can see this tendency clearly when, for example, photographic documentation by 
Conceptual artist Douglas Huebler, meant as banal, aesthetic-free records of his 
conceptual actions, sells on the secondary market for tens of thousands of dollars, an 
authentic, quasi-religious relic.54  
 
 
Douglas Huebler (1924-1997), Duration Piece #77 (1975) 
 
 
																																																																																																																																																														
51 Sirin Kale, ‘Museum Responds To Claims That Models Were Pressured To Put Rope In Their Vagina’, 23.06.16, 
https://broadly.vice.com/en_us/article/d3gg5j/museum-responds-to-claims-that-models-were-pressured-to-insert-rope-
vagina Accessed 19.10.17. 
52 Dee Lockett, ‘Guggenheim Museum Won’t Show Art Accused Of Depicting Animal Cruelty Following Threats’, 
26.09.17. http://www.vulture.com/2017/09/guggenheim-pulls-art-accused-of-depicting-animal-cruelty.html Accessed 
19.10.17. 
53 Miwon Kwon, ‘Exchange Rate: On Obligation and Reciprocity in Some Art of the 1960s and After’, in Work Ethic, ed. 
Helen Molesworth (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2013), 84. 
54 http://www.christies.com/lotfinder/Lot/douglas-huebler-b-1924-duration-piece-5503186-details.aspx Accessed 
19.10.17. 
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Contemporary video artists like David Claerbout sell their work under a kind of license 
that includes system updates somewhat like software. Relational artist Tino Seghal, 
who refuses to allow documentation of his work, sells his work as a set of performance 
instructions. There is no limit to what can be traded. Lippard, too, recognised another 
problem with Conceptual art: that of the necessity for an audience to be au fait with 
radical developments in contemporary practice to be able to engage with them. If 
modern art had been an easy target for ridicule, Conceptual art could not be readily 
understood outside a few Manhattan blocks.  
Seth Price has pointed out the elitist and institutionalised nature of Conceptualism even 
as it has expanded to occupy non-art forms and critique institutions:  
 
A painting is manifestly art, whether on the wall or in the street, but avant-garde 
work is often illegible without institutional framing and the work of the curator or 
historian.55  
 
Price also quotes Benjamin Buchloh on this problem with Conceptualism:  
 
…while it emphasised its universal availability and its potential collective 
accessibility and underlined its freedom from the determinations of the 
discursive and economic framing conventions governing traditional art 
production and reception, it was, nevertheless, perceived as the most esoteric 
and elitist artistic mode.56  
 
Part of my own response to these criticisms of elitism and the narrow audience of 
dematerialised Conceptualist practices has been to use craft skills to perform everyday 
activities like baking, knitting and mending, that are certifiably useful. Two feminist 
artists I discuss below, Merle Laderman Ukeles and Alison Knowles, also performed 
useful everyday acts. This quality of usefulness may arguably be more polarising to 
audiences without the prior training or knowledge required to understand the work – 
how is knitting a hat art and not a hobby? But usefulness is certainly legible, and after 
Laderman Ukeles’ pioneering washing performance the museum steps were clean. 
Additionally, as a refusal of neoliberalism the art action with a useful outcome may be 
quite potent. In being free of the capitalist system, unpaid labour producing something 
useful is capable of subverting that system. Refusing payment is powerfully symbolic of 
a different ethical system. When globalised capitalism endlessly coaxes us to consume, 
the act of mending clothes is almost subversive. 
																																																						
55 Seth Price, ‘Dispersion’ in Mass Effect, eds Lauren Cornell and Ed Halter (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2015), 52. 
56 Price, ‘Dispersion’, 55. 
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The idea of dematerialisation as an artistic strategy of market refusal was further 
reinforced by Kwon’s proposal that these dematerialised Conceptualist works created 
new systems of exchange in what she terms the logic of the gift economy:  
 
The radicality, or intelligence, of such art does not merely lie in its non-object 
status; the negation of the object form is not an automatic challenge to the 
abstraction of commodity exchange. I would argue that of greater significance is 
the fact that many works from the 1960s and 1970s and after – art as idea, art 
as action, Conceptual art, Performance art, Happenings and so on – attempt to 
install alternative models of exchange that counter, complicate, or parody the 
dominant market- and profit-based system of exchange. In fact, many of them 
engage the logic of the gift economy as one such alternative.57 
 
Kwon goes on to discuss the range of emotions invoked by setting up a system of 
gifting, reciprocity or obligation, and describes her personal experience watching 
gallery-goers first grab and then abandon Felix Gonzalez-Torres’ ‘free’ sweets and 
printed sheets of paper that constituted his exhibition, like toddlers left unsupervised at 
a birthday party. Ultimately though, her perspective is optimistic, and she argues that: 
 
Once this kind of gift is accepted, we are continually beholden to imagine 
different destinies for art than what they have been.58 
 
This idea of a gift economy is congruent with both my interest in making an art which 
contributes to a culture and a society, not an economy, and with my feminist intent in 
shining a light on the iceberg economy of women’s unpaid labour. In all of my future 
performances I gave away my labour freely to the community. I develop my discussion 
of this in the next two chapters. 
 
Life as art 
 
My developing thinking about integrating lived experience as art was informed by two 
strands of Conceptualist practice. One strand included Allan Kaprow’s abandoning of 
the canvas as artefact of his painting actions and subsequent development of actions 
in the form of happenings. Although I do not claim any direct relationship to painting in 
my work, Kaprow’s privileging of action over its trace or residue mirrors my movement 
																																																						
57 Miwon Kwon, ‘Exchange Rate: On Obligation and Reciprocity in Some Art of the 1960s and After’, in Work Ethic, ed. 
Helen Molesworth (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2013), 85. 
58 Kwon, ‘Exchange Rate’, 96. 
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‘backwards’ from the trace of photographic documentation towards live performance. It 
also gives historic context for my growing mistrust of symbolic and metaphorical 
pictorial representations, following the rise of tableau-based photography in the 
conservative art market I discussed in Chapter Two. The other strand was the feminist 
works of Alison Knowles and particularly Mierle Laderman Ukeles in which they made 
their lives as artists and mothers their creative work and performed them publicly. 
Ukeles’ 1969 Manifesto! Maintenance Art, written one year after her first child was born 
as a proposal for an exhibition called ‘Care’, resonated. An excerpt: 
 
B …after the revolution, who’s going to pick up the garbage on Monday 
morning?  
 
C …Maintenance is a drag; it takes all the fucking time (lit.) The mind 
boggles and chafes at the boredom. 
The culture confers lousy status on maintenance jobs = minimum wages, 
housewives = no pay.  
E.         The exhibition of Maintenance Art, “CARE,” would zero in on pure 
maintenance, exhibit it as contemporary art, and yield, by utter 
opposition, clarity of issues.59 
Ukeles’ best known work from this period may be her performance Washing, Tracks, 
Maintenance: Outside from 1973. In it she scrubbed the entry plaza and steps of the 
Wadsworth Atheneum Museum of Art. (According to Helen Molesworth Ukeles referred 
to these activities as ‘floor paintings’.)60 The photographs documenting this are iconic:   
 
																																																						
59 Mierle Laderman Ukeles, Manifesto! Maintenance Art Proposal for an Exhibition ‘Care’ 
https://www.arnolfini.org.uk/blog/manifesto-for-maintenance-art-1969/Ukeles_MANIFESTO.pdf Accessed 26.2.18 
60 Helen Molesworth, ‘House Work and Art Work’, October 92 (Winter 2000), 76. 
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Mierle Laderman Ukeles, Washing, Tracks, Maintenance: Outside (1973) 
 
Ukeles’ choice of institution was a pointed one, since the castle-like Wadsworth 
Atheneum is the oldest continually operating public art museum in the United States, 
formed from private endowments. Ukeles’ work was specifically concerned with female 
labour as drudgery: unvalued, boring, invisible, antithetical to a creative life (“…it takes 
all the fucking time.”) In this way, her use of labour can be distinguished from artists 
like Kaprow and is more consonant with my critique of neoliberalism. Art labour 
consisting of a single woman artist undertaking low-status activities like scrubbing 
steps is far more pointed in its institutional critique than art labour consisting of a team 
of artist acquaintances building a shed-sized structure of ice. (As I wrote this 
description of Kaprow’s Fluids it felt like describing a corporate team-building activity.) 
The calculated uselessness of Fluids is the kind of thing that might enrage less 
privileged, more time-poor people, even those supportive of Conceptual art. Laderman 
Ukeles has since based her career on making the back end of daily maintenance even 
more public by working with the New York sanitation department. 
 
Laderman Ukeles is not above criticism. As a well-educated white person from the 
comfortable middle class background that characterises the demographic so many 
artists (including myself) come from, she receives the privileges of that position.61 
Touch Sanitation, (1979-1980) in which Laderman Ukeles shakes the hands of 
sanitation workers as a gesture of support and respect, could equally be read as a 
patronising gesture towards workers who are already well aware of their agency and 
																																																						
61 Mierle Laderman Ukeles, “Mierle Laderman Ukeles talks about Maintenance Art”, interview by artforum.com, audio, 
00:30,  https://www.artforum.com/video/mierle-laderman-ukeles-talks-about-maintenance-art-63533. Accessed 07.10.18 
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value and have frequently leveraged it through strike actions. Acknowledging this 
privilege, however, does not diminish her feminist criticism of the art world. 
 
Knowles’ Make A Salad, which she has performed many times from her event score 
since 1962 (first with her babies in tow, now with the help of her grand-daughter) is 
more playful and celebratory, less critical.  
 
 
Alison Knowles, Make a Salad (1962) 
 
But it also illuminated for me how art as a verb might declare and amplify the boring 
quotidian rituals of women’s daily life. Every time someone makes a salad, they are 
performing Knowles’ work. Ideas I had been trying to realise as photographs – the 
thirteen pillowcases, for example – emerged in alternate forms as possible actions and 
activities. Gendered quotidian activities such as mending, baking, knitting and sewing 
labels on clothing all became components of my performances, which I discuss in 
Chapter Five. 
 
 
The audience completes the work 
 
Attending an anniversary performance of John Cage’s silent composition for piano 4:33 
transformed my understanding of the work. Previously I had comprehended 4:33 only 
theoretically, as a work that proposes the value of interval, or silence, by exaggerating 
it. Attending the performance evidenced that the audience-performer relationship was 
central to the work, both as a ritual communal experience and as the instrument 
generating the found sounds – rustles, breathing, muffled coughs - that reach the 
audience in its state of increased sonic awareness. Hundreds of strangers sat in a 
large room. Nothing was required of us but our attentive presence, and this was 
amplified so that the process of listening to the minute sounds around us acted as a 
kind of group mindfulness ritual. As the performance continued I entered an alert 
meditative state and developed a sense of being part of a great, single organism 
REBECCA SHANAHAN PERFORMING AND DOCUMENTING POST-INTERNET: FEMINIST NEEDLECRAFT AND A POETICS OF SURVEILLING  
	
	 64	
through this shared ritual experience. It epitomised ma, the Buddhist space between 
things that is full of possibility and purpose beyond place-holding.  
 
In early iterations, Cage’s work was perceived as a provocation. Not only was it a 
reasonable expectation of an audience (then and now) to hear music performed for 
them, but in a particularly subversive stroke of brilliance, any protests or complaints an 
outraged audience might make continued to contribute to the work. By the time I came 
to experience this work, 4:33 was part of the post-war canon and had none of its 
original provocation, but the shared experience with strangers was extraordinarily 
moving. (Maybe I just need to get out more.)  
 
After more than two decades of using photography, mostly in print form, to realise my 
concerns with absence, transience and trace, I now looked to alternate forms which 
could be characterized as actions, activities, performance or labour and which might 
connect the viewer as co-producer. Rather than be co-opted knowing or unknowingly, I 
saw this possibility in the same way that Knowles served her salad to her audience – a 
conscious framework of participation and collaboration. I determined that future work 
would engage more directly with audiences, since in removing art from economy the 
way was clear to focus on community. As can be seen in Chapter Five, I engaged my 
community directly in my projects Open for Maintenance, We Are Still Alive, and 
Underpinnings.  
 
 
Impermanence and the photographic record 
 
Darsie Alexander’s essay in Work Ethic, ‘Reluctant Witness: Photography and the 
Documentation of 1960s and 1970s Art’ is an account of artists who turned to 
photography to document their dematerialised work. Alexander makes clear that the 
role of photographic documentation was complicated and conflicted as much for the 
artists themselves as anyone else. Artists who made intangible and ephemeral works 
were dependent on photographic documentation not only to prove the work had come 
into being, but to ensure the work circulated and acquired a reputation, hopefully 
entering history, via its representation in art magazines.62 Artists like Joseph Kosuth 
struggled philosophically with the record-keeping process: 
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For artists like Kosuth, taking a photograph or bringing fragments of site-specific 
works into the gallery was a nearly blasphemous act that muddled the original 
premise and idea “into invisibility”.63 
 
Like theatre or performance artists insisting on live-ness, the representation was not 
the work – you had had to be there for that. And yet with so few people present, the 
reality was that the work lived and grew through its photographic representation. 
Alexander quotes also Vito Acconci, who was at least honest about his conflicted 
complicity with the medium: 
 
To prove myself as an artist…make my place in the art-world: in order to do this, 
I had to make a picture, since a picture was what a gallery or museum was 
meant to hold (all the while of course, I was claiming that I was denying that 
standard, rejecting it…claiming that my work was meant to subvert the closure 
of museum and gallery.)64 
 
Acconci did however identify photography’s prosthetic potential. His photographic 
experimentations into the camera as an extension of the body’s sensory capacity, and 
their material outcomes, had lasting influence on successive generations of artists who 
trained in photography, including myself.  
 
Having come of age during postmodern experimentation with photography, and having 
begun in photography, rather than migrated from painting, my own cohort was largely 
free of such conflicted feelings about the role of photography. I wished to remove 
myself, via dematerialisation, from Acconci’s ‘picture-making’ due to its fiscal corruption, 
but did not require a complete philosophical rejection of photography on the basis of 
the conceptual purity of a live action. I sought a way to integrate actions with their 
documentation that recognised the role both played, and declared these roles inter-
dependent. I was working backwards from documentation towards live performance: 
where so many artists had moved to photography after documenting their 
performances or constructions (for example, former sculptor Boyd Webb), I was 
moving in the opposite direction. My concern was not to refuse material value (in fact, 
materiality continued to be a central concern) but by de-materialising the artwork, 
remove its capacity for trade and commodification. This felt congruent with my interest 
in a poetics of impermanence despite the two different thought histories. How might I 
																																																						
63 Darsie Alexander, ‘Reluctant Witness: Photography and the Documentation of 1960s and 1970s Art’ in Work Ethic, ed. 
Helen Molesworth, (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2003), 58.  
64 Alexander, ‘Reluctant Witness’, 59. Original quote from Vito Acconci, ‘Notes on My Photographs, 1969-1970’, in Vito 
Acconci, ed. Kate Linder (New York: Brook Alexander, 1988) 
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reconcile my polemical, political position – market refusal driven by feminism – with my 
mono no aware aesthetic of seeking poetics within absence and transience?  I had 
existing interests in Conceptual artworks concerned with ephemerality and trace. On 
Kawara’s date painting, mapping and postcard series had been an ongoing interest for 
their quiet reiteration of quotidian existence through modest, meditative documentation. 
Tehching Hsieh’s One Year Performance 1980-81, in which he marked time by 
documenting himself on a frame of film punching a time clock hourly for one year, was 
another work that similarly reiterated the passing of time and personal existence using 
temporal documents. This articulation of emptiness that was already in my 
photographic work readily integrated into my re-formulation of my new practice, since 
so many relevant Conceptual artists, works and practices also drew on Buddhist 
thought. I went on to use surveillance imaging technology and once a personal action 
camera to document my performances. 
 
In this chapter, I have asked what models exist for a dematerialised practice that 
refuses the art market. I have showed how Conceptualist practices of the 1960s and 
1970s have remained relevant for my changing project, particularly art as labour, 
feminist practices that highlight and make visible women’s caring roles, and 
photographic practices that document performances without the Conceptualist 
problematic of inauthenticity. In the next chapter I return to another aspect of Buddhist 
thought, ‘total giving’, which I key away from any religious selflessness and towards a 
feminist critique of capitalism. 
  
REBECCA SHANAHAN PERFORMING AND DOCUMENTING POST-INTERNET: FEMINIST NEEDLECRAFT AND A POETICS OF SURVEILLING  
	
	 67	
 
 
 
CHAPTER FOUR 
GIVE IT AWAY 
 
 
 
 
Introduction  
 
In this chapter I enquire into various forms of unpaid labour in art and everyday life. I 
describe my performative use of unpaid labour to make visible women’s unpaid labour 
underpinning communities and economies, which is structural and under-
acknowledged. I also deploy it to orient away from the commercial-industrial model of 
art practice that requires commodities. I reference Silvia Federici’s Revolution at Point 
Zero: Housework, Reproduction, and Feminist Struggle65 and Rebecca Solnit’s essay 
Icebergs and Shadows: Further Adventures in the Landscape of Hope,66 both of which 
recognise this critically important unpaid work on which all our structures depend. My 
work also calls to the unpaid labour of the many artists who contribute to Australian 
culture without adequate remuneration. Later I analyse Yoko Ono’s abiding Cut Piece 
as an examplar of a performance work operating from a position of what Ono calls 
‘total giving’. Through mending clothes for people in Open for Maintenance, providing 
people with bread in We Are Still Alive, remaking an adult garment into hats for babies 
in Home Security and sewing labels onto people’s clothes in Underpinnings, I asked for 
consideration of ways of being in the world, and the art world, other than under 
capitalism, and asked the viewer to see this female unpaid labour fully. 
 
 
The shadow system of kindness 
 
Writer, historian and activist Rebecca Solnit’s essay Icebergs and Shadows: Further 
Adventures in the Landscape of Hope argues that capitalism requires unpaid labour to 
function, and that this ‘iceberg economy’ of volunteer labour represents a greater part 
																																																						
65 Silvia Federici, Revolution at Point Zero: Housework, Reproduction, and Feminist Struggle, (Oakland: PM Press, 2012) 
66 Rebecca Solnit, ‘Icebergs and Shadows: Further Adventures in the Landscape of Hope’ in The Encyclopaedia of 
Trouble and Spaciousness, (San Antonio: Trinity University Press, 2014), 133-141.		
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of human endeavour than that undertaken for financial reward: 
   
Who wouldn't agree that our society is capitalistic, based on competition and 
selfishness? As it happens, however, huge areas of our lives are also based on 
gift economies, barter, mutual aid, and giving without hope of return (principles 
that have little or nothing to do as competition, selfishness, or scarcity 
economics).67 
 
Solnit points out that the iceberg economy expands to meet the needs of those 
disadvantaged by the economic system. Calling it a “shadow system of kindness”,68 
she shows us how the iceberg economy undertakes acts of care and resistance to the 
callousness she sees as structural to capitalism: volunteer work in the community, 
activism, caring for the young, the old, the ill, and the disabled. She sees this shadow 
system of kindness as a demonstration of our better natures, which in refusing both the 
pessimism often attributed to the left and the determinist entitlement of the right, 
usefully reframes the progressive-conservative binary.69 Solnit places parenting 
centrally to this unpaid labour: 
 
Most of the real work on this planet is not done for profit: it's done at home, for 
each other, for affection, out of idealism, and it starts with a heroic effort to 
sustain each helpless human being for all those years before fending for yourself 
becomes feasible… the same fierce affection and determination pushes back 
everywhere at the forces of destruction.”70 
 
Exploring Solnit’s argument that unpaid labour keeps humanity upright, functioning and 
humane despite capitalism’s efforts to achieve the opposite, my public exhibitions have 
recognised the crucial dual roles this unpaid labour plays: both forming communities 
(including art and culture) and enabling the capitalist system that parasitically feeds off 
this unrecognised labour. To subvert the widely-reported, divisive neoliberal language 
used by former Australian Prime Minister Tony Abbott and former Treasurer Joe 
Hockey: capitalism in fact is a ‘leaner’ on the unpaid ‘lifters’. My various needlecraft 
performances plus one provisioning performance all make gendered unpaid labour 
visible, provide community benefit and refuse the art market.   
																																																						
67 Solnit, ‘Icebergs and Shadows’, 134. 
68 Solnit, 135. 
69 The growing argument for universal basic income has bilateral support coming from similar thinking. 
70 Solnit, 135. 
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Silvia Federici has similarly for decades argued for the need to recognise and 
compensate this iceberg economy, specifically women’s unpaid work in the home, if 
capitalism’s stranglehold on progress is to be overcome:  
 
The anticolonial movement taught us to expand the Marxian analysis of 
unwaged labor beyond the confines of the factory and, therefore, to see the 
home and housework as the foundations of the factory system, rather than its 
“other”.71 
 
This removes the binary between paid and unpaid, clearing the way to value work for 
its positive outcomes and not its capacity to generate capital. The Wages for 
Housework campaign, which Federici initiated with others in 1972, specifically 
addressed the gendered problem of the unpaid work undertaken in the home: 
 
WfH was a revolutionary perspective not only because it exposed the root 
cause of “women’s oppression” in a capitalist society but because it unmasked 
the main mechanisms by which capitalism has maintained its power…These 
are the devaluation of entire spheres of human activity, beginning with the 
activities catering to the reproduction of human life…capitalism requires 
unwaged reproductive labor in order to contain the cost of labor power.72 
 
In other words, capitalism is structurally predicated on women’s unpaid labour. What is 
sobering about these second-wave feminist Marxist arguments is how relevant they 
remain. In the forty-five years since Federici and her colleagues established their 
campaign, the gendered nature of housework remains unchanged (the 2016 Australian 
census confirmed that the burden of domestic labour is still disproportionately borne by 
women),73 caring jobs undertaken mostly by women remain among the most poorly 
paid, and women are still battling structural disadvantage that can be seen especially 
clearly in the conflict between their professional and caring roles. 
 
 
 
																																																						
71 Silvia Federici, Revolution at Point Zero: Housework, Reproduction, and Feminist Struggle, (Oakland: PM Press, 
2012), 6-7. 
72 Federici, Revolution at Point Zero: Housework, Reproduction, and Feminist Struggle, 8-9. 
73 Leah Ruppanner ‘Women still disadvantaged by the amount of unpaid housework they do, census data shows’  ABC 
News  http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-04-11/women-doing-lions-share-of-housework-2016-census-release/8434340 , 
accessed 25.2.18 
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Care and constraint: artmaking and mothering74 
 
When women have children, their disadvantage increases. Existing inequities – fewer 
leadership opportunities, the wages gap – increase when women become parents. 
Men’s careers generally continue much as before once they become fathers. But with 
years out from the full-time workforce for childrearing (the primary caring role remains 
structurally gendered), women receive less superannuation than male partners, are 
more badly paid and become less professionally competitive. Women dominate part 
time work, which blocks them from participating fully in professional culture, offers 
significantly fewer progression opportunities, and hampers their financial independence. 
Some couples can equitably negotiate their paid work with their caring responsibilities. 
But the structural problem of the work, education and caring systems being separated, 
discontiguous and gendered remains unchanged.75 
 
When women artists become mothers, without high levels of financial and carer 
support they will produce less art, yet a consistent exhibition practice is crucial for 
career progression.76 Furthermore, with the artist now being marketed rather than the 
art, a highly visible artist brand important. A low public profile is professionally ill-
advisable and retreat from the world for any reason is risky, so if you are a woman 
wishing to start a family you had better be well-established first. (A successful artist told 
me she was bullied by her gallery into making and exhibiting new work within weeks of 
giving birth so her existing sales cycle could be maintained.) Exhibition openings are 
child-unfriendly events taking place in that early evening timeframe when children are 
tired and cranky known to parents as Arsenic Hour. But openings are just one example 
of art world structures which overlap professional and personal lives to the detriment of 
both. Conferences and symposia steal away the precious weekend, the only quality 
time many families get to spend together. The default artist residency recipient is single 
with no dependants – the residency system has not changed since its development in 
the 1960s.77 Biennale and art fair circuits similarly benefit mobile artists without 
dependent relationships. 
 
Artist Lenka Clayton has made works that highlight this disjunct between mothering 
and art practice. Clayton’s Maternity Leave (2012) consisted of a baby monitor on a 
plinth in the Carnegie Museum, Pittsburgh that broadcast sound from her baby’s 
																																																						
74 I have borrowed curator Ivana Jovanovic’s 2017 exhibition title here for my subtitle 
75 Intersectional issues of race and class again amplify these problems for non-white women and/or with low levels of 
education/socio-economic status. 
76 See ‘Why Artists Don’t Have Kids’, http://www.artshub.com.au/news-article/opinions-and-analysis/trends-and-
analysis/emma-clark-gratton/why-artists-dont-have-kids-253482. Accessed 3.5.18 
77 A small handful of progressive institutions overseas offer specific residencies to artists with families. At the time of 
writing there are no family-specific Australian visual art residencies that I’m aware of. 
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bedroom in their home down the road. Clayton politicised her absence from her 
practice to care for her baby by making it visible and integrating it into her public 
practice, rather than pretending, as so many mother-artists do, that nothing has 
changed and the artist is available as usual. She also arranged to receive a weekly 
maternity payment from the museum to highlight the absence of such a payment in the 
USA. Clayton also developed and obtained funding for the Artist Residency in 
Motherhood, which Clayton says, "subverts the art-world’s romanticization of the 
unattached artist, and frames motherhood as a valuable site, rather than an invisible 
labour."78 
 
 
 
Lenka Clayton, Maternity Leave (2012) 
 
 
My favourite work of Clayton’s, for its deadpan humour and economy of means in 
mapping otherwise invisible everyday family life onto the white cube, is an unrealised 
work in which Clayton proposes to obstructively childproof an art museum.79 
 
Looking at the art system from this perspective, it appears no different from the 
neoliberal globalised corporate system. The art system similarly treats workers as 
individual, male-default units detached from community and family who can be sent all 
over the world to wherever the profits are being made. It is not a coincidence that 
Mierle Laderman Ukeles wrote her radical ‘Maintenance Manifesto’ after she became a 
parent. Nor that Alison Knowles’ Make a Salad was a performance she could 
undertake with her babies in tow. And it comes as no surprise to find that according to 
																																																						
78 http://www.lenkaclayton.com/man-boy-man-etc, Accessed 30.12.17 
79 http://www.artistresidencyinmotherhood.com/how-it-started/, Accessed 3.5.18 
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the Throsby Report, artists have significantly fewer children than the rest of the 
workforce.80 
 
Australian artists’ unpaid work 
 
The traditional model of artist as producer creating commodities for sale is enduring. It 
has readily survived dematerialised Conceptual art, where the documentation of 
actions, rituals, happenings, situations and performances became commodities against 
all original intention,81 and continues to thrive and take new forms. Artists are still 
assumed to work to the economic model of producing saleable commodities, which 
might be an object, a digital code temporarily rendered as an object, or an experience. 
Contemporary video artists sell their work under a kind of license that includes rights 
and updates much like software; the disk itself comes in a presentation box looking like 
a civic gift between sister cities. Going further, artists can refuse all documentation of 
work and still sell work as a set of performance instructions given similar economic 
form to a score. Nothing can’t be priced and traded. 
 
Another assumption is that artists’ success can be measured by how well they are able 
to benefit financially from the ‘art industry’. To make work which is in demand by the 
market and sells readily is to be successful. To be rewarded with financial support from 
a government grant or commission/fee also confers high status on the artist and in the 
way of money attracting money, is likely to attract further offers. Artists whose work 
sells well are often considered excellent ambassadors of their country’s culture. In an 
article for the Daily Review, John Kelly revealed Roslyn Oxley Gallery’s startlingly 
strong influence on the selection of Australia’s Venice Biennale representatives.82 Julia 
Halperin in the US Art Newspaper has similarly critiqued the equally startling over-
representation in American museums of artists represented by just a handful of 
commercial galleries.83 This is not the case for most Australian artists, who earn little 
for their work and pay their bills with anything other than the sale of art, and female 
artists demonstrably earn less than male artists. As artist and advocate David Pledger 
has stated: 
																																																						
80 http://www.australiacouncil.gov.au/workspace/uploads/files/making-art-work-throsby-report-5a05106d0bb69.pdf, p27 
81 I have already cited the photographic documents of artists like Douglas Huebler which trade on the secondary market 
for enormous sums. 
82 John Kelly, ‘The 2015 Venice Biennale and the Myopia of Australia's Arts Leaders’, 6.5.15. 
https://dailyreview.com.au/the-2015-venice-biennale-and-the-myopia-of-australias-arts-leaders/23465/. Accessed 
27.2.18 
83Julia Halperin, ‘Almost one third of solo shows in US museums go to artists represented by just five galleries’, 2.4.15. 
http://ec2-79-125-124-178.eu-west-1.compute.amazonaws.com/articles/Almost-one-third-of-solo-shows-in-US-
museums-go-to-artists-represented-by-just-five-galleries/37402 Accessed 27.2.18 
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Over the last decade, the language of the ‘arts market’ has crept into the 
Australian vernacular along with the conclusion that, in order to justify itself, the 
arts needed a market like any other commodity and so was turned into just that. 
Its devaluation as a ‘thing’ with no value other than price was aided and abetted 
by the emerging managerial class of the arts industry, the control of which was, 
in part, abnegated by artists. The perversity of this condition is contained in a 
question I have asked in a number of forums: How can there be an arts industry 
when the primary producer, the artist, has no guaranteed income, and in the 
majority, lives below the poverty line?84 
Many Australian artists are thus quietly subsidising Australian culture with their unpaid 
labour. As Natalie Thomas stated in her critique of the Australian art world, What 
Australian Art Needs in 2016: 
Sometimes I go to art events where every single entity in the room has been 
paid except for the exhibiting artists. All the people who work in the gallery, the 
caterers, the freight guys, the installers, the wait staff, the cleaners: they all got 
paid. The artists, the primary producers responsible for the “art” in the words 
“art show”, got paid in “great exposure”.85 
 
In my Introduction, I outlined the ways in which women are disadvantaged in the arts. 
In making the unpaid nature of what I do central to my work, questions of value are 
raised. I align my acts of total giving with the women who staff ARIs without being paid, 
with other Australian artists who exhibit art without being paid that anyone can go and 
see for free, with women who raise children without being paid and who perform untold 
other caring and community tasks without being paid. I align my work with the shadow 
system of kindness. 
 
I must nonetheless acknowledge my own multiple privilege here. As a middle class 
white person, I have benefited from a university education. I have elsewhere pointed 
out my complicity as an employee of the Art Gallery of NSW, another institution run on 
neoliberal principles. As a student enrolled in the institution of the University of Sydney, 
I am complicit in the system of neoliberal education. Completion of my doctoral studies 
is likely to bring me additional privilege, whether in the form of a ratchet up in social 
status or an increased hourly rate in my casual employment. And as an artist I am 
																																																						
84 David Pledger, ‘Exploitation is at the Core of the Arts Industry’, 19.5.16 http://www.artshub.com.au/news-
article/opinions-and-analysis/grants-and-funding/david-pledger/exploitation-is-at-the-core-of-the-arts-industry-251320 
Accessed 21.11.16. 
85 Natalie Thomas, ‘What Australian Art Needs in 2016’, www.artguide.com.au Accessed 30.1.16. Now available at 
http://musictrust.com.au/loudmouth/an-artists-view-what-australian-art-needs-in-2016/ Accessed 22.04.18 
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privileged to participate in cultural production where many cannot. Given this, it might 
be argued that ‘total giving’ artwork is a mode that is especially conditional on privilege 
like mine, since the products of my labour are not for sale. However, practically 
speaking, like other Australian artists my direct art income has long been negligible 
regardless of the form or intent of the work. Pledger’s analysis of the pointlessness of 
the language of the market entering an industry where the producers are not paid is 
entirely apt.   
 
 
Total Giving: Yoko Ono’s Cut Piece 
 
Yoko Ono’s Cut Piece, first performed in 1964 and then for the following few years to 
the work’s score, has been extensively written about in recent years. Cut Piece lends 
itself to diverse readings on feminism, Fluxus, race, history, the role of an audience 
and their reception and/or contribution to a work of art, violence and risk in live 
performance. I will consider its Buddhist principle of ‘total giving’: giving without reward 
or expectation of anything in return. Ono’s event score: 
 
First version for single performer: Performer sits on stage with a pair of scissors 
in front of him. It is announced that members of the audience may come on 
stage—one at a time—to cut a small piece of the performer’s clothing to take 
with them. Performer remains motionless throughout the piece. Piece ends at 
the performer’s option.  
Second version for audience: It is announced that members of the audience 
may cut each other’s clothing. The audience may cut as long as they wish.86 
 
																																																						
86 Quoted in Kevin Concannon, “Yoko Ono’s Cut Piece: From Text to Performance and Back Again”, PAJ: A Journal of 
Performance and Art, Vol 30, Issue 3, (September 2008): 82. 
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Yoko Ono, Cut Piece (1964) 
 
 
Cut Piece has long been theorised and understood within a feminist framework, 
although as can be seen from the event score above, it did not necessarily begin life 
that way. As Kevin Concannon has written, “Although neither Ono nor her critics 
framed Cut Piece as a feminist work in the 1960s when she was first performing it, she 
has clearly subsumed the subsequent feminist interpretations of her piece into her own 
revised intention all these years later.”87 In the now-familiar feminist reading of this 
iconic work, the female artist’s agency undercuts both the potentially aggressive acts of 
the participating audience who wield scissors on the artist’s clothes, and the potentially 
passive female body of the artist, which becomes progressively more revealed through 
the removal of her clothes. Julia Bryan-Wilson’s analysis, ‘Remembering Yoko Ono’s 
Cut Piece’, theorises Ono’s work further as an act of memorializing the trauma of the 
Japanese people’s experiences at the end of the Second World War. Bryan-Wilson 
makes acute parallels between the appearance of Ono’s fragmented clothes and 
photographs of atomic blast victims with similarly ruined clothes. Bryan-Wilson 
describes it as: “…a gift, a gesture of reparation, or a ritual of remembrance.”88  Bryan-
Wilson sees Cut Piece as “a body not only gendered, but formed by nation, race and 
history.”89  It thus also carries a specific political dimension, especially in relation to 
Ono’s other anti-war works made during this period. This reading is also congruent with 
the work’s re-performance by men, for example Jim Bovino at the Walker Art Center in 
2001 and John Noga at the University of Akron in 2007.90 While other artists have 
																																																						
87 Kevin Concannon, “Yoko Ono’s Cut Piece: From Text to Performance and Back Again”, PAJ: A Journal of 
Performance and Art, Vol 30, Issue 3, (September 2008): 83. 
88 Julia Bryan-Wilson, ‘Remembering Yoko Ono’s Cut Piece’, Oxford Art Journal, 26.1.2001, 103. 
89 Bryan-Wilson, ‘Remembering Yoko Ono’s Cut Piece’, 103. 
90 Kevin Concannon, ‘Yoko Ono’s Cut Piece: From Text to Performance and Back Again’, PAJ: A Journal of 
Performance and Art Vol 30 Issue 3 September 2008, 91. 
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made work to give away, such as Félix González-Torres’ candy and paper works, what 
Ono gives away is her personal clothing – nothing is more intimate than clothing – 
which is destroyed in the process of giving and becomes a souvenir: “I went onto the 
stage wearing the best suit I had. To think that it would be OK to use the cheapest 
clothes because it was going to be cut anyway would be wrong; it’s against my 
intentions. I was poor at the time, and it was hard.”91  
 
In a 1968 interview Ono said:  
 
It was a form of giving, giving and taking. It was a kind of criticism against artists, 
who are always giving what they want to give. I wanted people to take whatever 
they wanted to, so it was very important to say you can cut wherever you want 
to. It is a form of giving that has a lot to do with Buddhism. There’s a small 
allegorical story about Buddha. He left his castle with his wife and children and 
was walking towards a mountain to go into meditation. As he was walking along, 
a man said that he wanted Buddha’s children because he wanted to sell them 
or something. So Buddha gave him his children. Then someone said he wanted 
Buddha’s wife and he gave him his wife. Someone calls that he is cold, so 
Buddha gives him his clothes. Finally a tiger comes along and says he wants to 
eat him and Buddha lets the tiger eat him. And in the moment the tiger eats him, 
it became enlightened or something. That’s a form of total giving as opposed to 
reasonable giving like "logically you deserve this" or "I think this is good, 
therefore I am giving this to you.92 
This story is widespread in Ono literature – Marcia Tanner’s catalogue essay for the 
New Museum exhibition Bad Girls used Ono’s perspective on Buddha as part of her 
analysis of Cut Piece.93 While I am in no doubt of the feminism of the work, expressed 
or not, there is nothing explicitly feminist in Ono’s discussion here of Buddhist total 
giving. But there is much to consider about total giving in art practice. 
In transcending the conventional forms of exchange usually keyed to the space of 
viewing art, Ono’s work of ‘total giving’ has a political dimension. Since the work was 
made, the radical forms of art that she and other artists of the period pioneered have 
been subsumed into the art market. Making work without a commodifiable component 
– giving it away – may be considered an act of subversion in a neoliberal world. With 
some forms of government funding for Australian artists taking their work overseas now 
																																																						
91 Concannon, ‘Yoko Ono’s Cut Piece’, 89. 
92 ‘Yoko Ono 1968 Interview with Tony Elliot, Time Out 1968’ http://pers-www.wlv.ac.uk/~fa1871/yoko.html Accessed 
14.2.18 
93 Marcia Tucker, ed. Bad Girls (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 1994), 64. 
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requiring partnership with a commercial gallery, it is perhaps less extreme than one 
might think to suggest that refusing to make commodities is un-Australian, in that 
phrase’s troubling and offensive far-right sense.  
In the interview extract reproduced above, Ono makes a case for the role of the artist’s 
production being different from other forms of exchange and gifting: “It was a kind of 
criticism against artists, who are always giving what they want to give.” In reading this, I 
place the emphasis on the word ‘they’: “It was a kind of criticism against artists, who 
are always giving what they want to give.” Ono seems to suggest here that artists 
withhold inappropriately for their roles, that they don’t offer enough in the exchange 
that their work going out into the world represents. Her telling of the Buddhist parable 
of ‘total giving’ also suggests to me that Ono sees the role of the artist as differentiated 
from more normative systems of exchange experienced by non-artists, and more akin 
to religious roles. Ono’s position here – as I have interpreted it – is useful, but not 
because I believe artists should behave more like religious people. This idea of the 
artist’s role as differentiated from more normative systems of exchange aligns with my 
belief that art is special and art should be quarantined from market forces. Ono’s 
strategy of total giving helps to render my work uninflected by the market. Total giving, 
rather than being anachronistic, masochistic or quasi-religious, takes place every day 
in the form of unpaid labour, mostly done by women. My positioning of my performance 
work as total giving recognises this labour, done for the benefit of the community and 
not the market. 
 
Needlecraft and giving  
 
In deciding to activate needlecraft for feminist, anti-capitalist purpose I aimed to merge 
the unpaid labour of the artist with the unpaid labour of the woman working in the 
family or the wider community, and declare the value of both.  Before craftivism and 
mumpreneurs, the dominant image of needlework was of older women producing for 
others. My New Zealand childhood was full of needleworking women producing for 
family, community, and strangers. My grandmother knitted for me and my sister. 
Women knitted to raise funds for schools and charities, to ensure that premature 
babies had warm hats, to make collaborative peggy square blankets for refugees in 
cold corners of the globe. (The iceberg economy has a warming remit in these 
instances.) Entire charity shops in New Zealand are still stocked with hand-knitted baby 
items. When I undertook my unravelling-reknitting project Home Security, a gallery 
visitor told me that his New Zealand grandmother spent her days doing what I was 
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doing: community members would leave old jumpers on her doorstep and she would 
reknit them into baby garments for charity. These efforts are the inheritance of a long 
tradition of providing warmth and comfort to those in need. Of these, women knitting for 
soldiers is a well-known example.  
 
 
Grace Cossington-Smith (1892-1984), The Sock Knitter (1915) 
 
Grace Cossington-Smith’s 1915 painting ‘The Sock Knitter’ is celebrated in Australian 
art history. With its flattened picture plane treatment and exaggerated patterning 
marked by divisions influenced by Japanese prints, it is considered Australia’s first 
post-Impressionist painting.94 Despite immediate recognition as such, it was not 
acquired by the Art Gallery of New South Wales until 1960, fully 45 years after it was 
made. (The AGNSW’s woeful history of collecting women artists too little and too late is 
not restricted to the past. When I began to write this thesis, there were exactly zero 
women artists showing in the expansive Kaldor contemporary collection.) Working at 
the AGNSW, I was struck by the disparate attitudes two of my female colleagues had 
towards this painting. One colleague in her sixties loathed the painting for its mundane, 
domestic subject matter and the passive downcast eyes of the female figure. To this 
second-wave feminist, the painting represented suburbia at its most stifling and 
repressive. Another colleague in her twenties loved the painting for its formal 
innovation, challenge to heroic war painting genres and celebration of women’s unsung 
labour. While obviously not conclusive, the two women’s responses do appear to 
reflect a generational shift in thinking about women’s relationships with needlecraft 
(also evidenced by the all-ages pussy hat phenomenon).  
 
In this chapter I have asked how unpaid labour has been theorised by feminists Silvia 
Federici and Rebecca Solnit, revealed in the art world by writer-practitioners like 
Natalie Thomas and David Pledger and activated by artists like Lenka Clayton. I have 
																																																						
94 Daniel Thomas, "Smith, Grace Cossington (1892–1984)". Australian Dictionary of Biography Accessed 27.2.18. 
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shown how these ways of thinking about invisible unpaid labour have informed my 
performance practice and led me to needlecraft as a gendered medium with a long 
history of total giving and care. In the next chapter I examine women’s historically 
conflicted relationship with needlecraft and discuss examples of artists who have used 
needlecraft as part of their feminist practices. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
THE NEEDLE AND THE DAMAGE UNDONE 
 
 
 
I am for an art that is put on and taken off, like pants,  
which develops holes, like socks… (Claes Oldenberg)95 
 
Like food and shelter, textiles organize the way we understand  
culture itself. (Julia Bryan-Wilson)96 
 
 
 
 
Feminist needlecraft in art and vernacular contexts 
 
In this chapter I ask how needlecraft can be a tool for feminist and anti-capitalist 
resistance and protest, a performative strategy, an act of unconditional giving, and a 
way of marking time. The term ‘needlecraft’ is used here to speak to the process of 
creating as well as the term ‘textiles’ which describes the medium and history of the 
practice. Needlecraft reflects the performative component of my own and some others’ 
work discussed here. It also covers vernacular uses outside art where the word textiles 
is less commonly used. I reference here both one of the oldest and one of the newest 
feminist studies in this field. I show how Rozsika Parker’s The Subversive Stitch (1984) 
remains fresh and relevant in its lucid unpicking of the conflicted nature of women’s 
relationships with needlecraft. Julia Bryan-Wilson’s book Fray: Art and Textile Politics 
(2017) takes a radical approach to the subject by including art, craft, activism, and 
craftivism as valid forms without categorising or ranking them into high or low, 
																																																						
95 From Claes Oldenberg’s Artist’s Statement for Environments, Situations, Spaces at Martha Jackson Gallery 1961, 
reproduced in Art as a Verb, (Caulfield East: Monash University Museum of Art, 2015), 5. 
96 Bryan-Wilson, Julia, Fray: Art and Textile Politics (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2017), 13. 
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professional or vernacular. As Bryan-Wilson says: “…I aim to pick at, worry, and put 
pressure on their mutual borders until they, too, unravel.”97  
 
I connect my use of needlecraft to two main practices or histories. One is women 
artists’ use of needlecraft as a (usually) gendered medium, some of whom identify their 
practice as activist. The other, sitting outside art, is the vernacular use of needlecraft by 
women for useful or recreational purposes 
Both histories in their own distinct ways can be discussed from the perspective of 
practices that may implicitly or explicitly be feminist and/or refuse capitalism. In 
mending garments (Open for Maintenance), re-knitting them (Home Security) and 
labelling them (Underpinnings), I integrated everyday activities with specifically 
feminine histories into my practice, placing them via performance into the white cube of 
the gallery to create new meanings, and I discuss this in Chapter Six. Towards the end 
of this chapter I outline some contemporary art practices which, like my own, are 
concerned with material, performance, and temporality. 
 
I borrowed Mierle Laderman Ukeles’ elegantly simple strategy of recasting her 
domestic work as her artwork, and claimed needlecraft’s old-fashioned connotations of 
a repressed, passive femininity as a good metaphor for a society that under 
neoliberalism has to fight ever harder to progress towards gender equality.98 
Needlecraft also calls right back to the elaborate, feminine, often flowery handmade 
banners that were the visual signature of the suffragettes’ marches and rallies in the 
early twentieth century. These banners can be seen with hindsight to be a significant 
early form of craftivism, subverting needlecraft’s connotations of feminine domesticity 
to assert the right to enter public life. It is this capacity for needlecraft to bend and flex 
in its potential readings along a spectrum of feminine expression that has made it a 
useful component of my research. 
 
 
The Subversive Stitch 
 
Needlecraft has been women’s work for so long it is definitive, to the point that 
masculine identity is challenged by practising these crafts. To use needlecraft in any 
form is to declare a feminine dimension to one’s work.99 Rozsika Parker’s The 
																																																						
97 Bryan-Wilson, Fray, 5. 
98 Following Trump’s election after this project commenced, this sense of slippage of course increased. 
99 Exceptions to this might include the translation of a work into tapestry or similar for public display by skilled artisans, 
since the artisanal history of tapestry-making is not exclusively female-centred, nor is the artist actively engaged in 
undertaking the needlework. It’s worth bearing in mind though that the work is still generally undertaken by women, very 
often for male painters. Local examples include the John Olsen’s many tapestries and the Mathieu Matégot and John 
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Subversive Stitch (1984) remains a relevant feminist historical analysis of how 
embroidery defines femininity. Her scholarship can be readily extrapolated to other 
forms of needlecraft and understood, despite contemporary shifts in relationships 
between needlecraft and women’s identity which I will discuss later. One aspect of 
needlecraft that recurs in The Subversive Stitch is women’s conflicted relationship with 
its feminine identity:  
 
The association between women and embroidery, craft, and femininity, has 
meant that writers concerned with the status of women have often turned their 
attention towards this tangled, puzzling relationship.100 
 
To reject embroidery…was to run the risk of appearing to disparage other 
women, or to endorse the stereotypical view of the art propounded by a male 
dominated society. For purely tactical reasons therefore, women who might 
have been critical of embroidery praised it...Some believed in raising the status 
of women, not by dismissing women’s traditional creative activity, but by 
demanding that its true worth be recognised.101 
 
As I will show later in this chapter, with needlecraft remaining closely associated with 
women and with femininity, this assertion of needlecraft’s value has come to full fruition 
over recent years. It is a useful tool for feminist critique because of, not in spite of, its 
inherent conflicts and tangles:  
 
The stereotype of embroidery as a vain and frivolous occupation, like the 
stereotype of the silent, seductive needlewoman, controls and undermines the 
power and pleasure women have found in embroidery, representing it to us 
negatively.102 
 
This negative representation of the feminine Parker identifies persists today, subtly, 
and not so subtly, white-anting women’s engagement with their world in multitudes of 
ways. Parker repeatedly articulates this contested relationship between women and 
their needlecraft activity: 
 
																																																																																																																																																														
Young tapestries in the National Library in Canberra. Philadelphia’s Fabric Workshop and Museum has done a lot of 
important work to expand the possibilities of artist-artisan collaborations in fibre beyond this convention. 
100 Rozsika Parker, The Subversive Stitch, (London: The Women’s Press, 1984), 6. 
101 Parker, The Subversive Stitch, 7. 
102 Parker, 14.	
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But above all embroidery represented the feminine, the emotional, the family, 
considered at odds with intellectual life.103 
 
The conflict Parker identified was my lived experience in the 1980s. As my female 
friends and I grew into adulthood and started to examine and direct our feminine 
identities, we learned how needlecraft disadvantaged us. It located us within the 
domestic, unable to claim public value or artist status for our creative labour. It made 
us passive and remote from economic life, since much needlecraft is done for others, 
and it was girly and therefore weak. When my close friend AK and I reached our late 
teens, we bailed on needlecraft. AK could not reconcile her love of knitting with her 
radical lesbian-separatist politics and my friends’ teasing me about being uncool ended 
my sewing. (It was okay to make a studded stage outfit to wear drumming with my 
punk band because that used a hammer.) Recently an artist colleague mentioned that 
his artist wife knitted recreationally, emphasising she used only black yarn. Black 
rendered her activity cool enough, art-world enough to disclose. 
 
Outside specifically feminist projects, posts and comments on the many blogs and 
websites devoted to women’s needlecraft suggest that women continue to associate 
needlecraft with comfort, love, giving, the sensual manipulation of colour and texture, 
the creative satisfaction of conceiving, designing and realising a project, the meditative 
nature of the work, its conviviality when practised with other women and happy 
memories of childhood closeness with the mother or other female family members who 
taught them. These positive attributes remain in the present use of needlecraft, 
contributing to women’s advancement of it into new vernacular forms. Rozsika Parker 
again: 
 
Observing the covert ways embroidery has provided a source of support and 
satisfaction for women leads us out of the impasse created by outright 
condemnation or uncritical celebration of the art.104 
 
The traditional binary Parker describes above is circumvented by deploying needlecraft 
with full understanding of its conflicted feminine history, subverting its historic 
connotations of domesticity and vanity, and engaging with it conceptually as well as 
formally. 
 
 
																																																						
103 Parker, 214. 
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Fray: Art and Textile Politics 
 
Julia Bryan-Wilson’s book Fray: Art and Textile Politics (2017), while specifically an 
account of what she describes as “potent moments in textile art and activism in the 
USA and Chile”, is also an innovative re-thinking of the nature of textile practices. 
Bryan-Wilson’s scholarship in re-evaluating textiles has enriched my own research 
through her identification of the multi-stranded105 nature of textiles. Bryan-Wilson’s 
definition of textiles is: “not as a singular “artistic medium” but as a field of cultural 
production that moves nimbly between and beyond high and low.”106 She considers 
‘amateur’ textile practice alongside ‘professional’ or ‘art’ practice without ranking it or 
separating out its discussion:  
 
Rather than adopt a binary scheme in which amateurism is defined, 
oppositionally, against professionalism, I understand these as ever-mobile 
terms in a broader, flexible matrix that admits a range of individual and 
collective production by all kinds of self-proclaimed textile makers. This book 
structurally asserts how, in the case of textiles, fine art and amateur practices 
are mutually co-constitutive, constantly informing each other and viewed 
radically differently depending on context.107  
 
This is a radical move for an art historian, suggesting that textile practices’ criss-
crossings between high and low art constitutes part of its essential nature. As earlier 
stated in this chapter, my consideration of the meanings that needlecraft can express 
has been informed by vernacular and art practices and I later cite examples of 
craftivism and hobbyist needlecraft practices that have contributed to my thinking. 
Following this inclusiveness Bryan-Wilson, again unusually for an art historian, 
acknowledges the tacit knowledge of her subject everyone has from living our lives 
closely connected to textiles: 
 
Regardless of specialized education or technical vocabulary, by virtue of 
wearing garments, sleeping among linens, and sitting on upholstered surfaces, 
we are all de facto experts in textiles, attuned to subtle distinctions in their 
variable heft, durability, and breathability. Before children reach school age, 
they know which fabrics itch, which are smooth, which are warm.108 
 
																																																						
105 Textile metaphors are unavoidable, which is another measure of the centrality and significance of textiles in our lives. 
16 Julia Bryan-Wilson, Fray: Art and Textile Politics (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2017), 32. 
107 Bryan-Wilson, Fray, 5. 
108 Bryan-Wilson, Fray, 6. 
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It is this vernacular familiarity with textiles that partly informs my use of clothing; 
clothing is universal, everyday and intimate. Moving to politics, Bryan-Wilson reminds 
us that textiles have historically played an important role in critiquing capitalism: 
 
Textiles have been central both to histories of capitalism and to organized 
resistance against its ruthless systems of production...Textiles suffuse Marx’s 
theories about use value and the commodity.109 
 
This also reflects my own use of needlecraft. My reasons for mending others’ garments, 
for example, are many. It is an act of total giving, a meditation on time, a making visible 
of women’s unpaid labour. It is also an act of protest: a refusal both to create a new 
commodity object and to consume in a capitalist system predicated on consumption, 
and a making visible of the skilled labour which goes into producing our clothes by 
people, mostly non-white women, who often live and work in near-slavery conditions. 
Bryan-Wilson also unpicks conventional binaries between hand-made and factory-
made. In a time when the wealthy professional classes can spend a lot of money on 
small-run artisanal items, she points out how much skill and handwork goes into a 
factory-made fast fashion garment: 
 
In the context of early twenty-first-century discussions about the supposed 
evaporation of handmade things, it is essential to ask questions about whose 
handiwork, exactly, is at issue: some is vastly undervalued but central to the 
mechanisms of capitalism, while some is triumphed as “revolutionary” and 
posited as a form of economic refusal.110 
 
I am mindful not to make similarly unsupportable claims for my work.111 Mending 
clothes does not ‘solve’ fast fashion, but it can make female labour visible and amplify 
any decision to consume less. And by being both low-status and increasingly rare, 
deploying needlecraft skills can usefully complicate the market’s continuing fetishising 
of the artist’s hand. 
  
 
 
																																																						
109 Bryan-Wilson, Fray, 7. 
110 Bryan-Wilson, Fray, 28. 
111 The recent popularity of Second World War ‘make do and mend’ practices within the British crafting community was 
rapidly co-opted by marketers, and some bloggers interested in these practices ironically refer to it as ‘make do and 
spend’. 
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Needlecraft, craftivism, and third-wave feminism 
 
Needlecraft’s strong association with the feminine enables it to be used subversively 
for feminist purposes. Needlecraft that is informed by or derives its purpose from 
feminism now has a particular association with third-wave112 feminism. For my 
discussion, Beth Ann Pentney’s summary of third wave feminism from her article 
Feminism, Activism and Knitting: Are the Fibre Arts a Viable Mode for Feminist Political 
Action? is helpful: 
 
…Third-wave feminism has been characterized as a movement more directly 
concerned with race and sexual politics and associated with active debates 
within postmodern theories and critical (yet playful) engagement with capitalist 
consumption and media.113 
 
Pentney cites Debbie Stoller of the third-wave magazine Bust and the popular book 
and website Stitch ‘n’ Bitch as a pioneer of the new feminist fabriculture, which seeks 
to undertake needlecraft as a feminist act in itself, given its diminished status due to its 
gendered nature. Pentney summarises the historic differences between second and 
third wave feminists’ use of it: 
 
If second-wave feminists have been historicized as women who put down, their 
knitting, third-wave feminists may be characterized as those who have picked it 
back up again.114 
 
Pentney is speaking specifically to knitting, since Julia Bryan-Wilson repeatedly 
demonstrates in ‘Fray’ that second-wave feminists did indeed keep up their needles. 
The textiles component of the Judy Chicago’s Dinner Party is one example. But it is 
also true that third-wave feminist needlecrafters have had the confidence to assert their 
right to make needlecraft part of their feminist identities, and the advantage of the 
Internet to organise and create communities. They have introduced intersectional 
feminist critique and in broadening gender definitions have made space for queer 
needlecraft, seen for example in the work of Melbourne artist Paul Yore. So, while 
needlecraft practices have been constantly deployed as activist strategies over the last 
few decades, craftivism – the act of using craft as part of activist protest, both illegal 
and institutionally sanctioned, individual and organised – could be considered to have 
																																																						
112 Having said that, I do not exclude fourth wave feminism from my needlecraft discussion.  
113 Beth Ann Pentney, ‘Feminism, Activism and Knitting: Are the Fibre Arts a Viable Mode for Feminist Political Action?’ 
thirdspace journal of feminist theory and culture Vol 8, issue 1 Summer 2008 
http://journals.sfu.ca/thirdspace/index.php/journal/article/view/pentney/210 Accessed 20.2.18 
114 Pentney, ‘Feminism, Activism and Knitting’.	
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come into being and named as a third-wave feminist project. Craftivists often leverage 
the harmless, ‘nanna’ aspect of needlecraft to differentiate their incursions into public 
spaces from more aggressive, permanent, masculine forms.115 While craftivism can be 
unsophisticated, it has been an accessible, often humorous strategy for opening a low-
art, domestic, female-centred cultural practice to a public life for public purpose. 
(Craftivism might as well be termed needlecraftivism, since you don’t see turned-wood 
or hammered-metal craftivism.) This aspect of making public for public purpose is 
reflected in my own use of needlecraft.  
 
Pentney cites a spectrum of feminist knitting activism, for example ‘Tank Cozy’, 2006, 
in which Danish artist Marianne Jørgenson and an unpaid global cohort knitted a pink 
patchwork cover for a Second World War tank. A protest at the Iraq war, the work 
undercut the vehicle’s aggression with its pink-ness and (literal) cozy-ness and 
critiqued the hyper-masculine nature of war. 
 
With the anti-Trump resistance, the preponderance of women is so noteworthy 
that failing to name it obscures the movement’s basic nature.116 
 
Donald Trump’s election to the USA’s presidency triggered a wave of female craftivism, 
also pink. A clear visual symbol of global female-specific resistance to Trump, pussy 
hats probably equal the AIDS Quilt as the biggest and most recognisable act of 
craftivism in its history. Pussy hats were so named by women as a resist/reclaim 
strategy following publication of Trump’s boast that he could grab any woman by the 
pussy. Worn by participants in the global women’s marches that took place the day 
after Trump’s January 2017 inauguration, the bright pink hats with ears were freely 
knitted by women for anyone who wanted one. The Victoria and Albert Museum 
acquired a pussy hat for its collection.117 Congruent with my own desire to operate 
outside the paradigm of the art market, craftivists have cited the commodification of 
craft as one motivation for their practice – the desire, for example, to transfer craft skills 
to communities rather than market craft objects to them, and the desire to use craft as 
a tool for changing late capitalism rather than as a participating commodity: 
 
																																																						
115 Julia Bryan-Wilson points out how acceptable yarn-bombing by white women is compared to graffiti-ing by black 
men, suggesting that yarn-bombing is partly protected by privilege. Julia Bryan-Wilson, Fray: Art and Textile Politics 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2017), 259. 
116 LA Kaufmann, ‘The Trump Resistance Can Be Best Described in One Adjective: Female’, The Guardian 23.07.17 
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2017/jul/23/trump-resistance-one-adjective-female-womens-march 
Accessed 30.12.17 
117 Aimee Dawson, ‘The Top Ten Museum Acquisitions of 2017’, The Art Newspaper 18.12.17. 
http://theartnewspaper.com/analysis/the-top-ten-museum-acquisitions-of-2017 Accessed 19.12.17 
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Through acts of craft we still shape forms of resistance. They are examinations 
of the seams in our social fabric and acts of disobedience.118 
 
We wanted to shift away from the idea (promoted by markets) that the ultimate 
aim of crafters was to create something commercially viable and to move back 
to the concept of craft skills being freely shared.119 
 
 
Online needlecraft microbusinesses 
 
While microbusinesses selling craft commodities appear at first to be at opposite ends 
of the spectrum to feminist craftivism as I have discussed above, they do remain 
connected to each other in complex ways that reflect something of needlecraft’s 
conflicted history for women. A recent vernacular evolution of needlecraft is the 
development of online communities and markets. As in other fields, the internet has 
generated opportunities for leveraging needlecraft skills into business opportunities. 
Computer programmers who were passionate recreational knitters began to sell their 
patterns and morphed into design professionals. (Textile machines were some of the 
first to use punched cards to create patterns and are recognised as one origin of 
computers and computer code.) Home sewers who were adept at drafting patterns to 
fit their non-commercial body types, or who really liked making bags (objects 
themselves female-identified), did the same. 86% of the sellers on Etsy, the internet 
marketplace for handcrafted and vintage items, are women. Their average age is 37.120 
For women selling needlecraft on Etsy, needlecraft does not limit them or their feminine 
identities but has provided them with a business, a market, and a community of like-
minded women. Many online needlecraft microbusiness websites share an ‘About Me’ 
narrative of professional women forced out of corporate life on becoming mothers. 
Unable to return to the inflexible business world where the default preferred employee 
is a man with delegable family responsibilities who is willing to travel and work 
evenings and weekends, these women typically start a small business that can be 
adapted more readily around their mothering role. Marrying their pleasurable craft 
pastime with their business skills via canny deployment of social media, these women 
are the so-called ‘mumpreneurs’. The neoliberal model failed these women who were 
																																																						
118 Otto van Busch, Craftivism: The Art of Craft and Activism, ed. Betsy Greer. (Vancouver: Arsenal Pulp Press, 2014), 
77. 
119 Rayner Fahey and Casey Jenkins, Craftivism: The Art of Craft and Activism, ed. Betsy Greer, (Vancouver: Arsenal 
Pulp Press, 2014), 116. 
120 Benjamin Snyder, ‘A Huge Percentage of Etsy Sellers Are Women’, Fortune 23.07.15 
http://fortune.com/2015/07/23/etsy-sellers-women/ Accessed 18.8.16. 
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trained to succeed in it, yet they have adapted it to generate an income derived from 
the female dollar and largely independent of the male economy, at least directly.  
 
Jessica Bain’s study of the online dressmaking community cites numerous examples of 
sewing bloggers and commenters who explicitly identify as feminists.121 They do so to 
counter what they see as common misperceptions of women who sew: that such 
women refuse feminism and identify as feminine, not feminist. (It is here that Rozsika 
Parker’s analysis of the trope of the feminine that attaches to women undertaking 
needlecraft proves to be persistent.) Bain quotes women in her study who see the 
growth of the online sewing community as an empowered feminist celebration of 
women taking their private activities public, connecting, and contributing to a 
community and deploying information technology (and machine sewing and knitting 
technology) for the benefit of women. She also identifies more implicit feminist 
practices, such as the many women who sew to circumvent the fashion industry’s body 
dictates of a ‘correct’ female body by making clothes to fit their own ‘non-standard’ 
bodies. Numerous small online businesses now offer sewing patterns specifically for 
curvy women, offering choices not available anywhere else. Finally, Bain’s study 
reveals that women also sew to avoid consuming commodities that have been 
unethically made. 
 
These various needlecraft activities, whether categorised as art, activism, or individual 
activity, have redefined needlecraft in the present. Formerly a private, domestic source 
of a somewhat conflicted female pleasure, needlecraft now exists as multiple practices 
and communities with public form and feminist and political agency that connect readily 
to art. My gallery practice has developed over the period of my research project within 
this everyday context of a needlecraft that, whether embracing or refusing the market, 
is deployed to new, largely positive ends by and for women. 
 
 
Material, Performance, Temporality 
 
Numerous artists have worked with clothing as material and metaphor. During the 
AIDS crisis, empty garments appeared as elegiac symbols in the work of artists like 
Oliver Herring.122 Doris Salcedo has repeatedly used clothing as sculptural 
components to symbolise absent, traumatised identities. Some of Mikala Dwyer’s ‘soft 
																																																						
121 Jessica Bain, ‘Darn right I’m a Feminist…Sew What? The Politics of Contemporary Home Dressmaking: Sewing, 
Slow Fashion and Feminism’ Women’s Studies International Forum 54 (2016), 57-66. 
122 See Nina Felshin, Empty Dress: Clothing as Surrogate in Recent Art (New York, NY: Independent Curators 
Incorporated, 1993) 
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paintings’ are quasi-costumes, hung up like coats on a rack. Sarah CrowEST’s apron 
paintings similarly leave the wall and are activated as wearables. Sarah J Newall’s 
ongoing practice operates as a sustainability project in which she makes all her own 
clothes from repurposed fabric. The Uniform Project was a collective feminist project in 
which three Canberra artists, Alison Alder, Dan Edwards, and Megan Jackson, 
designed and made working garments for artists referencing the painter’s smock 
tradition, Soviet-era worker uniform designs and Gabriella and Silvana Mango’s 
homage to the Soviet Blue Blouse workers’ theatre.123 My discussion here focuses on 
some artists whose use of garments in their practices bear some relation with mine. My 
projects Open for Maintenance, Home Security, and Underpinnings all used existing 
garments as material, as part of performance and as temporal markers. My final 
exhibition will contain the material residue of these exhibitions, the security camera 
documentation footage that formed the basis for new video works, and a second 
iteration of my Underpinnings needlecraft performance. 
 
As I will show in some works by Janine Antoni, Ann Hamilton, Sheila Hicks, Casey 
Jenkins, Beili Liu, Raquel Ormella and Celia Pym, needlecraft may readily become 
expressive of the material and the temporal, and lends itself to performativity. (Yoko 
Ono’s Cut Piece could readily have been included here.) Inherently tactile, textiles may 
be deployed as symbolic of materiality in general: one definition of the word ‘material’ is 
‘textile’, as in ‘dress material’. (Episode 68 of Seinfeld contains a running gag about 
feeling the fabric of strangers’ clothes.) The materiality of garments is often known, 
familiar, intimate, and non-threatening. These qualities can be juxtaposed against other 
less comfortable associations to create new meanings. A garment’s fully present, 
tactile materiality can also signal the absent body, and this can further signify the 
greater female absence from history and from public life. This is the impetus for artist 
Kathy Grove’s Other series in which she erases women from famous artworks, leaving 
only their dresses. While performance may not seem to be a logical form in which to 
contextualise needlecraft, Antoni, Jenkins, and Liu have all recognised needlecraft’s 
performative potential. More specifically, there are three other artists I am aware of 
who have undertaken gallery-based mending performances besides my own: Beili Liu, 
Lee Mingwei and Celia Pym, which strikes me as a field crowded enough to call it a 
tendency. I discuss Lee Mingwei’s work in more detail in the next chapter, comparing it 
with my own, and summarise Liu’s and Pym’s below. The labour-intensive nature of 
textile-making can bring it within the sphere of temporality through durational 
																																																						
123 Yolande Norris, ‘The Uniform Project - Saluting Artistic Endeavour’ Art Monthly Australasia November 2016 
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performance. The filament form at the heart of most textiles124 – the symbolic line of 
thread – and the development over time of signs of wear also lend the medium to 
expressions of temporality.  
 
 
Sheila Hicks 
 
In the 1970s and early 1980s, renowned textile artist Sheila Hicks made multiple 
installations of exhibited garments. In works such as Footprints (Rose), Raining 
 
 
Sheila Hicks, Footprints (Rose) (1978)  
 
 
Baby Bands (both 1978) and Les Draps Carmelite (c. 1979), garments were borrowed 
from their institutional owners and returned following their exhibition. Hicks used sheets, 
smocks, newborn baby shirts, surgical gowns, bedcovers and nurses’ blouses en 
masse. A student of Josef Albers, Hicks was trained in abstract Modernism and is 
known for her large abstract textile commissions that often reference Central and 
South American textile practices. Yet, in incorporating these found garments into her 
work, Hicks partly refuses this legacy of abstraction. The garment works often achieve 
a sculptural quality from their being massed into repeating forms, but remain at heart 
repurposed garments that strongly retain their original meanings. In this way, they 
																																																						
124 While felting and beating fibres are a common way of producing textiles, they are a relatively small component of 
textile production compared with filament-based textiles using weaving, knitting, crocheting, knotting etc. to create cloth. 
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connect firmly to the long history of valuable woven textiles being re-purposed in 
material culture, and evidence their ongoing use through their wear patterns and 
particularity of design. While Hicks does not identify as a feminist,125 her 
recontextualising of care-related garments into gallery artworks in this way undeniably 
honours women’s craft and labour, and recuperates them to the level of art. Hicks also 
amplifies the temporality so often discerned in textile works, firstly due to the evidence 
of time spent making them, and secondly to the wear evident from their use. Finally, 
she draws on the emotional resonance found in the use of a material that is intimate 
and personal, and in the case of hospital garments, may be associated with a 
traumatised body. Evidence of this honouring of women’s labour, textile time and 
emotional resonance can be found in many other works in which garments are material. 
 
 
Ann Hamilton indigo blue 
 
In Ann Hamilton’s indigo blue (1991/2007), she and assistants massed worn work 
shirts and pants into piles. In a video interview commissioned by SF-MOMA to 
accompany their acquisition and installation of indigo blue, Hamilton spoke of the 
importance of honouring her materials, which speak of past labour and for her are 
resonant with US labour movements:  
 
…It became apparent to me that how those materials are handled, the way in 
which they’re touched, is actually as much a part of the meaning of the project, 
the embedded, embodied quality of the materials, as the blue cotton and the 
form of the shirts and the pants themselves and their reference to a labour class. 
And so we made this mound, which is like a collective body, out of a gesture of 
smoothing.126   
 
Hamilton’s comment speaks to my own sense that my use of garments was most 
expressive when deployed as performance as well as material. For me the 
performance record is therefore as important as the performance for that aspect of the 
work to be legible during its post-performance life. In Hamilton’s SF-MOMA video there 
are close-up shots of hands stacking and stroking, and the video is thus necessary to 
understand this important dimension of the resulting artwork. I use integrated camera 
documentation as a way of declaring the primacy of the recording to the meaning of the 
work, and its actual status as art rather than an associated document. 
																																																						
125 Susan C. Faxon and Joan Simon, Sheila Hicks: 50 Years (New Haven; London: Yale University Press, 2010), 18. 
126 ‘Ann Hamilton on Creating Indigo Blue’, San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, 7.3.11  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1sZd3Z75u7o Accessed 27.12.17. 
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Raquel Ormella Handshake with the Past  
 
 
Raquel Ormella, Handshake with the Past (2017) 
 
Raquel Ormella’s Handshake with the Past (2017) also repurposed work clothes to 
honour an Australian labour event. It too used performance as a key expressive form. 
Ormella used the clothes to make patchwork banners commemorating workers who 
participated in the Great Strike of 1917. Households along Wilson St near 
Carriageworks in Sydney (of which mine was one) hung these banners as a call back 
to when the street’s houses were largely occupied by striking railway workers. Again, 
performance was a part of this work: with a film crew, Ormella visited each household 
to describe the strike role played by the individual whose name was on the banner and 
to symbolically shake the current householder’s hand. Again, temporality is central to 
the project, seen in the title, the commemorative intent, and the performance. 
 
 
Alison Clouston with Joan Clouston Never-Ending  
 
 
Alison Clouston and Joan Clouston, Never-Ending (2015) 
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Similarly, for their work Never-Ending (2015) in the Future Feminist Archive’s 
‘Daughters Mothers’ exhibition at SCA Galleries in Sydney, Alison Clouston and her 
mother Joan Clouston installed sewing machines and household textiles like blankets 
and quilts with natural materials like wood into the space, a former institutional laundry. 
After the show closed, the textiles returned to their linen closets, mirroring the cycle of 
the natural materials used and reflecting the ongoing repurposing of textiles. (Whilst 
part of separate curatorial programs, curator Nick Tsoutas scheduled my Open for 
Maintenance project to exhibit concurrently with ‘Daughters Mothers’, recognising the 
synchronicity.) 
 
 
Beili Liu The Mending Project  
	
 
Beili Liu, The Mending Project (2011) 
 
In Beili Liu’s The Mending Project,127 Liu sewed cloth at a table positioned under a 
ceiling of suspended traditional Chinese scissors, their sharp points aimed down at her. 
Liu conflates opposing femininities: the obedient seamstress with downcast eyes who 
is also the centre of attention, the serene woman mending while danger hovers 
overhead. The household scissors of Liu’s childhood become weapons; the feminine 
act of repair acquires a heroic dimension. In the installation views I have seen, visitors 
hover around the edges, their nervous body language at odds with Liu’s calm 
demeanour. The otherwise innocuous durational performance of needlecraft is imbued 
with the sort of impending risk associated more with Chris Burden or Marina Abramović. 
In this juxtaposition, I see some commonality with my own work, in which the ‘soft’, 
unthreatening act of a needlecraft performance contrasts with the ‘hard’, less friendly 
																																																						
127 Not to be mistaken for Lee Mingwei’s better-known ‘The Mending Project’, which I analyse in the following chapter. 
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presence of surveillance hardware. Such juxtapositions move needlecraft out of its old 
associations with private, domestic hobbies and into new public contexts that have the 
potential to create new, more feminist meanings. 
 
 
Janine Antoni Slumber  
 
 
Janine Antoni, Slumber (1993) 
 
 
 
Janine Antoni, Slumber (1993) 
 
At the core of Antoni’s work is consideration of the body and its relationship with the 
self, others, and the objects it encounters. Like her other works, Slumber used Antoni’s 
body and everyday processes both as material and as subject. In it, Antoni slept nightly 
in the gallery while her dreaming brain activity expressed through REM was recorded 
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via an EEG machine. Antoni used the printed data from the machine as a weaving 
pattern, and wove a blanket which became her bedcovering during sleep, meaning she 
was literally covered by her dreams. With both diurnal and nocturnal rhythms of 
weaving and sleeping/dreaming of equal value in generating the work, Slumber, like 
the other works I have cited, amplifies a sense of temporality, and deepens our sense 
of the cycles of daily life. 
 
 
Casey Jenkins Casting Off My Womb 
 
 
Casey Jenkins, Casting Off My Womb (2013) 
 
In Casey Jenkins’ Casting Off My Womb (2013) performance at the Darwin Visual Arts 
Association, Jenkins inserted yarn into their vagina every day and knitted a single, long, 
narrow piece from the yarn. As it grew longer than the exhibition space, the piece was 
suspended in swags. The durational performance occurred over a month, so on some 
days the undyed, cream-coloured yarn was coloured by Jenkins’ menstrual blood. 
Concerned with considerations of female agency over the body and its processes, 
Jenkins’ work retrieves from 1970s feminist performance the essentialist idea of the 
vagina as a fount of creativity (most obviously Carolee Schneemann’s 1975 Interior 
Scroll). However, the aspects of Casting Off My Womb that are of more interest to me 
are its performativity, its temporality and its hard-soft juxtapositions. Jenkins could have 
made Casting Off My Womb in a studio and then exhibited it. Instead, they made the 
gallery into the studio for making as well as a display space, and the durational 
performance is as important to the meaning of the work as the resulting artefact, 
foregrounding the labour required. (Jenkins has made other works where their labour is 
also central.) Casting Off My Womb is a clear expression of temporality through the 
labour-intensive processing of yarn. The very long, narrow piece of knitting Jenkins 
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generated throughout the performance acts as a timeline representing a month of 
Jenkins’ labour, with Jenkins’ menstrual cycle mapped onto it. In this way, it shares 
some similarities to On Kawara’s existential self-mapping projects of the early 1970s, 
and to Tehching Hsieh’s One Year projects of the 1970s and 1980s. Here duration is 
represented through space and materiality; the cyclic nature of the work is evidenced 
through the change of colour dictated by Jenkins’ menstrual cycle. The work 
juxtaposes the friendly, acceptable femininity that knitting represents against the far 
more difficult femininity of menstrual blood and the centrality of Jenkins’ vagina to the 
work. Again, as with Liu’s work, in this soft/hard juxtaposition I see some commonality 
with my own work between the friendly, domestic, harmless quality of needlecraft and 
the cooler, more contested nature of surveillance hardware. 
 
 
Celia Pym 
 
UK-based Celia Pym’s practice spans craft and art and is often community-based 
and/or participatory. Much of her work consists of garment repair, in which the repair is 
clearly seen through her considered use of contrasting hues or values, creating a new 
version of the garment, and recasting the garment as a painterly surface on which Pym 
makes new aesthetic decisions. Other works activate existing garments through 
performance or invite participation in knitting performances. Pym also exhibits textile 
works as wall-based artworks. A former nurse who has written of her experiences 
washing the bodies of the recently deceased, Pym’s work is notable for its sensitivity 
towards ephemerality, tenderness, and compassion for those she collaborates with.  
 
 
Celia Pym, Mending and Anatomy (2014) 
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In this chapter I have shown how artists operating with a developed perception of 
performativity, material intimacy and temporality deploy various forms of needlecraft as 
a tool for feminist and anti-capitalist resistance and protest, a performative strategy, an 
act of unconditional giving, and a way of marking time. I have referenced Rozsika 
Parker and Julia Bryan-Wilson’s texts to demonstrate how needlecraft has specifically 
feminine and feminist dimensions in and out of art and a long, if conflicted, history of 
both resistance and care. The next chapter documents the public performances I 
undertook during my doctoral research, three of which used needlecraft.  
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CHAPTER SIX 
PUBLIC EXHIBITIONS 2015-2017 
 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Following my feminist analysis of some histories and uses by artists of needlecraft in 
the previous chapter, this chapter outlines the public exhibitions of my research 
following the shift towards art market refusal and dematerialisation. Since these 
temporal events form the major part of my research, this chapter provides a detailed 
record. In January 2015, my performance projects Open for Maintenance and We Are 
Still Alive ran concurrently at SCA Galleries, and I reference works by Lee Mingwei, 
Merle Laderman Ukeles and On Kawara in discussing these. In August 2015, I 
exhibited the video installations Open for Maintenance II/We Are Still Alive II at Verge 
Gallery. In March 2017, I exhibited the performance project Home Security at Airspace 
Projects. In August 2017, I performed Underpinnings at ES74 Gallery as part of ‘Care 
and Constraint’, a program of feminist workshops and performances. In mending 
garments (Open for Maintenance), re-knitting them (Home Security) and labelling them 
(Underpinnings), I asked how I could integrate everyday activities with specifically 
feminine histories into my practice, how to deploy the white cube of the gallery to 
reveal women’s unpaid labour, and how I might refuse the art market by freely giving 
away my labour. I also enquired how I might reflect the changing forms and roles of 
everyday performativity and documentation through self-surveillance.  
 
Room sheets for three of these exhibitions can be found in the Appendix.  
 
	
Origins of Open for Maintenance: Mending as metaphor 
 
I first conceived a mending artwork some years ago. Although my practice was then 
photographic, one of my intentions for this new needlecraft component was to use 
mending for the same reason I used photography – its capacity to evoke and coalesce 
considerations of transience and impermanence. I was interested in drawing attention 
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to temporality through what might be termed ‘textile time’. Repairing a garment both 
extends its life cycle and draws attention to the evidence of its passage through time. 
Like the fable of the axe whose handle and then blade are eventually replaced, 
mending mirrors life cycles. Rather than a simple binary of garment and repair, it is 
possible to see the maintenance as an ongoing conversation with the garment as its 
identity shifts. Mending and remaking acts as a temporal marker, refusing the single-
state definition of permanence that is ‘now’. It is only in the last few decades that 
garments have not been something that one inherited from parents, altered, repaired 
and adjusted for the next generation. The Japanese mending and patching tradition of 
boro was born of textile scarcity and elevates textile repair to an art form; older 
examples of boro mending are now, perversely, highly sought after by collectors and 
are extremely valuable. 
 
 
Boro robe (1850-1900) Victoria and Albert Museum, London 
 
As is now widely known, contemporary globalised garment manufacture is keyed to 
maximise profit by making clothes near-disposable to encourage frequent replacement 
and minimising production costs to the detriment of human lives (mostly women and 
children) and environments.128 My work alludes to this through shifting perception of 
time away from the brief present in which clothes are currently purchased, worn and 
binned, towards a more extended understanding of textile time. In this sense of time, 
clothes have a past, described by the residue of past actions that result in tears and 
holes, and are mended in the present, signifying their duration into future life. Textile 
time can also be expressed through the lengthy processes of mending and knitting. 
Mending draws attention to the original garment acts to remind us of the equally 
lengthy process of its construction; the single filament of a knitted garment has a strong 
metaphoric relationship with time. I aimed to bring textile time and photographic time 
together through the capacity of both to invoke mono no aware: the heightened 
awareness of time passing that causes an acute, poignant appreciation of the 
ephemerality of things.  
																																																						
128 Some of the main problems: excess water, fertiliser, and pesticides used for cotton growing, the use of child labour to 
pick cotton and sew piecework, toxins and pollution generated by fibre processing, slave labour in the garment industry, 
the collapse of local manufacturing unable to compete, and monumental landfill generation. See Elizabeth L. Cline, 
Overdressed: The Shockingly High Cost of Cheap Fashion, (London: Portfolio, 2013). See also Zoe Leonard’s 
Analogue photo-documentation project of the garment district in New York City, which speaks to the city’s transition 
away from textile manufacturing.  
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Lee Mingwei’s The Mending Project in the 2012 Biennale of Sydney   
 
My practice at that time did not provide a context for this mending artwork, so I set it 
aside. I felt further bound to keep the piece on hold after seeing Lee Mingwei’s The 
Mending Project in the 2012 Biennale of Sydney at the MCA, since I did not want to be 
accused of plagiarising Lee. Lee’s work consisted of participants providing clothes to 
be mended by the artist in a gallery, the exact framework for the piece I had conceived 
independently. When my practice from late 2014 shifted towards making volunteer 
labour visible and orienting away from the production of commodities, I found the 
necessary context for this work. In mending other people’s clothes as a performance, I 
could make visible voluntary female labour and refuse the art market through total 
giving.  
 
The obvious key difference between my Open for Maintenance and Lee’s The Mending 
Project is my self-surveillance as an integral part of the work. Other differences are 
Lee’s exhibition design, his delegation of labour and his associated use of branding. 
These latter two problematise Lee’s work for me. While Lee’s practice is an example of 
social practice, delegating the artist’s central, low-status labour performance tends to 
complicate this reading (as Santiago Sierra, for example, well knows). After the first 
opening days of the Biennale of Sydney, Lee delegated his performance in The 
Mending Project to volunteers for the remaining weeks of the event. The mender-
delegate I spoke with was an older woman who belonged to a needlecraft club, one of 
several art lovers in the club who had volunteered to participate. They worked in 
unpaid shifts for the remainder of the exhibition. Lee had already left the country. So, 
Lee, the Biennale of Sydney, and the Museum of Contemporary Art all had a role in 
exploiting the Sydney volunteers, who stand as another example of women 
contributing their free labour to the iceberg economy. The Mending Project was again 
selected for another biennale five years later, this time the 2017 Venice Biennale. By 
now Lee was performing only for the vernissage and Italian tailors were recruited as 
delegated menders for the exhibition. Artist-performer payment information notoriously 
lacks transparency, but it’s fair to assume these professional men in the European 
centre of tailoring negotiated at least the going rate for tailors in Italy. There is certainly 
a rationale for using assistants, but the experience of having a garment mended by an 
assistant in a participatory work developed by a particular artist is, I contend, not as 
meaningful as having it mended by the artist. When participatory artists work from a 
score like this, delegation – representing not horizontal, cooperative structure but 
vertical, hierarchical structure – attenuates the gift. 
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The Mending Project used a custom-designed table, all lush veneer and architectural 
angles. The mending threads remained attached to spools mounted on the gallery wall, 
forming a web of colourful connections between the pile of clothes and the gallery wall. 
It looked like a chic boutique in the Marais or any well-heeled, inner-city neighbourhood. 
The clothes in Lee’s The Mending Project were repaired with thread of a bright colour 
contrasting with the garment’s own colour, using a looping technique. This made the 
mend a distinct and decorative feature of the garment. (For my purposes, the more 
invisible my mend the better it reflected the conditions under which women’s invisible 
labour props up capitalism.)  It also made the mend an (absent) artist signature, or to 
describe it in market terms, a brand. A Buddhist influence on Lee’s work is often 
emphasised to suggest the selfless, near-spiritual nature of his work. The online notes 
for his exhibition at Queensland’s Gallery of Modern Art open with: “Buddhist ritual and 
language inspire Lee Mingwei's art, which is based on the direct engagement of his 
audience and ideas of exchange.”129 There is no reason to doubt this, nor any reason 
to doubt the true quality of exchange in much of Lee’s work. But it is also possible to 
read The Mending Project as a textile workshop in which workers, some unpaid, apply 
a valuable international art brand to clothing under the direction of a man who profits 
from their labour.  
 
 
Lee Mingwei, The Mending Project, Museum of Contemporary Art (2012) 
 
Open for Maintenance is indebted to Mierle Laderman Ukeles and her Conceptualist 
transformation of her private parenting and household duties into her public art practice. 
My title references Laderman Ukeles’ Maintenance Manifesto. Using a gallery as a 
studio in which the artmaking process is openly viewed also pays homage to Ukeles’ 
making visible of what she called “the back half” – the boring, quotidian household 
chores, and also to the art-world dimension of Ukeles’ critique:  
 
Her antagonism to the imperialist politics of the Vietnam War paralleled her 
critique of minimal art’s use of industrial labor to produce pristine pieces that 
																																																						
129 ‘Lee Mingwei’, https://www.qagoma.qld.gov.au/goma10hub/artists/lee-mingwei 
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didn’t reveal or recognise their back half, the labor patterns and human 
participants that enabled their production.130 
  
The institutional critique in Ukeles’ work, where she cleaned the structures of a 
museum and documented it, is implicitly present in my work through art market refusal. 
Ukeles’ critique of minimal art bears some relation to my own critique of overblown, 
expensively produced digital photography. I also theorise Open for Maintenance within 
the principle of total giving: the artist volunteers her everyday female labour as art. The 
work amplified how women’s unpaid labour (particularly that of mothers) was still 
propping up the economy and still disadvantaging women.  
 
 
Open for Maintenance  
  
 
Rebecca Shanahan, Open for Maintenance, SCA Galleries (2015) 
																																																						
130 Buckberrough, Sherry and Miller-Keller, Andrea, Matrix 137 catalogue essay (Hartford: Wadsworth Atheneum, 1998), 
3. 
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Open for Maintenance was my first needlecraft work, first durational work, first 
performative work, first work using surveillance cameras and first use of the gallery as 
a studio. I subsequently undertook two more exhibitions of this nature, so much of the 
discussion relating to Open for Maintenance also pertains to the later exhibitions. I 
occupied SCA Galleries during opening hours to mend clothes brought by visitors. No 
money changed hands, there was no behind-the-scenes installation and no objects 
produced for exhibition by an absent artist: all parts of the work were open. The work 
was a civil relationship between individuals standing outside commodity exchange or 
paid services.  
 
Exhibition design 
 
To invoke everyday life, Open for Maintenance’s exhibition at SCA Galleries utilised 
existing furniture, materials and equipment. Wearing everyday clothes, I worked at a 
folding wooden table with standard Ikea stools placed on each side. The stools 
provided seating for me and a visitor, and visually suggested conversation during the 
periods I was absent for parenting duties. (The gallery was open six days a week for 
four weeks and absences were unavoidable.)  
 
 
Rebecca Shanahan, Open for Maintenance, SCA Galleries (2015) 
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A bench held a pile of un-mended clothes, a tidier pile of mended clothes and a copy 
stand on which the ‘before’ and ‘after’ mends were documented as still images. This 
revealed the performance workflow and the transformation from incomplete to whole. 
As the still before-and-after images of mends were generated, I edited them roughly for 
video projection. Later on, I created a more developed edit for the subsequent video 
installation Open For Maintenance II/We Are Still Alive II. 
 
 
Rebecca Shanahan, Open for Maintenance, SCA Galleries (2015) 
 
 
Rebecca Shanahan, Open for Maintenance, SCA Galleries (2015) 
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Surveillance 
 
Surveillance cameras lent by SCA’s facilities were ceiling-mounted to collect motion-
activated footage from overhead pointing straight down. The camera’s presence was 
integrated into the work and not hidden. It called to corporate and government 
surveillance, the use of camera phones in public places and the recording of 
performance art. The filming was consciously apprehended by visitors but a reasonably 
neutral experience, as surveillance was constant and intimately close but did not 
record faces. Framing encompassed the negative space (mu) of the work surface. It 
collected evidence of needlework and conversations with visitors via the occasional 
appearance of their gesturing hands. The calm, symmetrical composition of the 
overhead or plan view differentiated it from the distorting, wide angle view of most 
surveillance cameras. The cameras highlighted temporality and duration and activated 
awareness of the relationship between temporal practices and their documentation. 
There was also contrast of the hard/public/masculine associations of surveillance 
technology with the soft/private/feminine associations of the needlecraft undertaken. 
The technology gave the needlecraft component something jarring and out of kilter to 
push against, helping to generate fresh readings of its role. This was also the rationale 
for the performance uniform I developed for subsequent exhibitions. 
 
Performance 
A callout for garments needing repair prior to the show provided the raw material. I 
made flyers and put them in the three main art schools and in my local neighbourhood:  
 
 
Rebecca Shanahan, Open for Maintenance, SCA Galleries (2015) 
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Many visitors occupied the visitor’s stool. They commented on the visual pleasure of a 
mend and the enjoyable nature of watching people work. They noted the satisfying 
quality of the rough pile of un-mended clothes morphing into a neat pile of repaired 
garments, and this mirroring of order from chaos in the video. To refuse the production 
of commodity objects is not to refuse high craft and material values, since they can be 
useful for generating and supporting meaning where a work may not be otherwise 
legible to a viewer because of, for example, unconventional form or banal subject 
matter. One claim of my research is that previous hostility to surveillance has been 
reformulated by its ubiquity and the self-surveillance or life-logging of social media. My 
experience in this exhibition and in subsequent performances proves this. I provided no 
notice of filming at the gallery entrance, did not use release forms, and the cameras 
caused very little comment from visitors.  
 
 
Flyer put up at Sydney College of the Arts noticeboards  
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We Are Still Alive  
 
If Merle Laderman Ukeles’ 1969 Manifesto for Maintenance Art was my reference for 
Open for Maintenance, On Kawara’s telegram series I Am Still Alive, along with his 
other existential documents, was my reference for the work exhibited concurrently with 
Open for Maintenance, We Are Still Alive. Kawara spent years creating affirmations of 
his existence, including I Went, the map series tracking his movements, and the 
meticulous date paintings that seem to operate as a kind of daily meditation. We Are 
Still Alive references the series of telegrams Kawara sent to friends stating I AM STILL 
ALIVE. 
 
 
On Kawara (1932-2014), I Am Still Alive (1970) 
 
We Are Still Alive applies Kawara’s person-to-person reiteration of daily individual 
existence to the communal, using sourdough culture to mirror the daily relationships 
that create community. My unpaid labour was here directed towards provisioning 
gallery visitors by providing a basket of sourdough rolls every day. Sourdough culture 
was used in most cultures before baking yeast was standardized and commercialised. 
Migrants to the USA in the nineteenth century brought their cultures from Europe. (It 
can be dried, transported and re-activated; there are references in diasporic literature 
to the culture being spread on a handkerchief and then dried). One or more of these 
was the genesis for the famous San Francisco sourdough, whose historic culture 
contains active ingredients in optimal proportions for the most delicious bread. 
Sourdough forms an apt metaphor for the community cultural values of sharing and 
nurturing that are usually propagated by women. These values can be seen in the 
unpaid work that women undertake. A sourdough culture can last hundreds of years 
and must be nurtured to survive. Historically this was achieved through sharing, since 
the more sources of culture there are the less likely that it will die out. These values 
oppose contemporary Australian culture’s more dominant contexts of market rule, 
security fears and concern for the individual self.  
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I generated a local sourdough culture on my balcony from the wild yeasts in the air. 
This took a few days. It took a few more weeks to strengthen the culture to the point 
where it was capable of leavening a batch of rolls. Every day for the month that the 
exhibition was open, I baked sourdough rolls using locally-grown flour and left them in 
a basket in the gallery for visitors to help themselves. I also generated and provided 
small jars of sourdough culture in a refrigerator for anyone who wanted to make their 
own bread to take away. Most days all the rolls disappeared, and the refrigerator was 
replenished weekly. 
 
 
Rebecca Shanahan, generating sourdough culture (2015) 
 
 
 
Rebecca Shanahan, developing sourdough culture (2015) 
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Rebecca Shanahan, We Are Still Alive, SCA Galleries (2015) 
 
 
Rebecca Shanahan, We Are Still Alive, SCA Galleries (2015) 
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We Are Still Alive exhibition design 
 
Like Open for Maintenance, We Are Still Alive’s design was determined by a domestic 
remit and a re-use policy. The basket of rolls I supplied to the gallery daily sat on a 
1960s Formica-topped table, which spoke unambiguously of a home kitchen and was 
also used in the exhibition that followed. The sourdough culture was housed in a small 
glass refrigerator. A data projector on a standard Ikea stool screened process images. 
Hand-written signs (inspired by ones in my local charity shop) advised visitors: 
 
 
Rebecca Shanahan, We Are Still Alive detail, SCA Galleries (2015) 
 
Sometimes I got messages back. 
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Rebecca Shanahan, We Are Still Alive detail, SCA Galleries (2015) 
 
 
Some reflection on Open for Maintenance and We Are Still Alive 
 
As earlier stated, this exhibition was a radical departure from my previous practice and 
contained many personal firsts. As my first performative work, the dual role of 
performer and documenter was challenging. My plan to simultaneously live-stream 
surveillance on the internet into the gallery, collapsing the temporality of the 
performance and its documentation into the present was not feasible due to the 
surveillance software’s poor transfer capacity and limited technical support. My 
experience with these issues personified the way in which the role of artists has 
gradually moved from worker to manager. Work Ethic tracked the beginning of this 
transformation in Conceptual Art, and any visitor to a public gallery will see its result, 
with large, ambitious installations by artists who are directing teams of people – the 
studio team, the fabrication team, the tech team, the gallery team. In Art in the Making, 
Glenn Adamson and Julia Bryan-Wilson track this significant shift in contemporary 
practice.131 There is a degree of irony to this, since Conceptual artists who 
dematerialised their work and became managers did so with an implicit or explicit 
																																																						
131 Adamson, Glenn, Bryan-Wilson, Julia Art in the Making: Artists and Their Materials From Studio To Crowdsourcing 
Thames & Hudson 2016 
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critique of the market, whereas contemporary artists utilising the labour of entire 
Chinese villages do not cite this critique as part of their work. I have earlier noted David 
Pledger’s theory of how artists are pushed into adopting corporate models to survive. 
Certainly, art museums looking for Instagram-friendly large-scale spectacle to keep 
their numbers up are well accommodated by this model of practice.132 Since refusing 
the capitalist structure as an ethical principle was now an organising principle of my 
practice, I did not want to become a corporation. I also still preferred to be a worker, 
not a manager. However, the demands of my concurrent performance and 
documentation roles were now beyond my individual capacity. I subsequently acquired 
my own surveillance system which I used in Home Security, and in Underpinnings I 
used a head-mounted action camera.  
 
My conceptualising of my works for this research project included audiences 
contributing to the work over and beyond viewing and responding to it. (‘The audience 
completes the work.’) A further, unexpected and welcome outcome of both Open For 
Maintenance and Home Security were the ephemeral yet fully felt one to one 
relationships between artist and individual audience members that took place, and 
Underpinnings was developed with these relationships in mind.  
 
 
Open for Maintenance II and We Are Still Alive II 
 
After Open for Maintenance and We Are Still Alive concluded, I edited the surveillance 
footage and still photography and the results became the video works Open for 
Maintenance II/We Are Still Alive II, exhibited later the same year at Verge Gallery, 
Sydney. This was a large scale two channel video projection occupying two walls 
perpendicular to one another. 
 
 
																																																						
132 Some recent examples of banal, peak selfie-friendly installations: Anish Kapoor in 2013, Jim Lambie in 2014, Pipilotti 
Rist in 2017, all at the Museum of Contemporary Art; Future Park at the Museum of Arts and Applied Science 2017-
2018, Katharina Grosse at Carriageworks in 2018. Many of these artists have made great work, making the 
diminishment into social media backdrop-providers depressing. 
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Rebecca Shanahan, Open for Maintenance II/We Are Still Alive II, Verge Gallery (2015) 
 
 
 
Rebecca Shanahan, Open for Maintenance II, Verge Gallery (2015) 
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Rebecca Shanahan, We Are Still Alive II, Verge Gallery (2015) 
 
 
Open for Maintenance II and We Are Still Alive II drew on the Conceptualist convention 
of deadpan documentation of artwork actions, vernacular security imagery and the 
social media ecology of constant experience documentation and sharing. In combining 
still and moving imagery and using before- and after-ness as a subject, it considered 
the qualities of past-ness and present-ness of a document that records an experience. 
Both works were monochrome, as with I Had But Couldn’t Keep, to identify them as 
temporal documents but also to clarify their thingness separately from being an index 
to the performance referent. The works remained informed by my ongoing interest in 
absence, transience, and mono no aware, articulating the often-inchoate qualities of 
emptiness or nothingness through space and time that are nonetheless imbued with 
weight and meaning, and a heightened, affective consciousness of time passing. 
Referencing multi-channel surveillance monitors, I used a split screen for Open for 
Maintenance II that paired moving footage of the mending performance and visitor 
conversations with cross-dissolved before-and-after still photographs of the garments. 
In We Are Still Alive II the camera framed the basket of bread rolls I refilled daily for the 
show’s duration, with visitors’ hands seen gradually emptying the basket. I edited to 
accommodate nothing ‘happening’ for periods, supported by the framing of negative 
space and absence, for example the empty basket of rolls. The work looped like 
durational photographs. Cross-dissolves between edits signalled the temps mort of 
surveillance and social media feeds. Four weeks of surveilling were edited to create 
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new timeframes: 15:04 minutes for Open for Maintenance II and 4:15 minutes for We 
Are Still Alive II.  
 
 
 
Rebecca Shanahan, Open for Maintenance II video still (2015) 
 
 
 
Rebecca Shanahan, Open for Maintenance II video still (2015) 
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Rebecca Shanahan, We Are Still Alive II video still (2015) 
 
 
Rebecca Shanahan, We Are Still Alive II video still (2015) 
 
 
For the works’ installation, I used the kitchen table that had held the bread basket in 
We Are Still Alive, and formed the ground in We Are Still Alive II, as the support for the 
data projector which projected Open for Maintenance II. This formed a spatial link 
between the two projected works, and a temporal link as tangible evidence from the 
original performance. This material link was one of the strengths of the installation and 
my final installation plans include more everyday objects used in the original 
performances, as spatial and temporal links like this and as signals of domestic female 
space and activities in masculine public space. 
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At the time of writing I am still pondering the role of editing in this and subsequent 
works and their relationship to Warholian real time. I am not attached to a 
Conceptualist position of screening the files unedited and this is not technically 
possible with the digital resources available to me. Nor am I concerned with structuring 
something through editing that loops briefly enough to be legible within the average 
gallery visitor’s attendance. My thinking about how time is expressed through editing 
remains open-ended and my exploration of video editing for temporal expression for 
my final exhibition installation is ongoing. 
 
 
Home Security 
 
The next needlecraft performance undertaken was Home Security at Airspace Projects 
in early 2017. As with Open for Maintenance, Home Security used surveilled 
needlecraft performance to synthesise ideas about transience, gendered labour and 
networked, performed life. 
 
 
Rebecca Shanahan, Home Security, Airspace Projects (2017) 
 
I unravelled an existing adult wool jumper and reknitted the yarn into baby hats of 
different shapes. In doing so I invoked textile time as generational, siting the work in a 
broader context of the global family trauma that was playing out on our screens as 
refugees were pouring into Europe and remained imprisoned by the Australian 
government. The statements of control and border paranoia from the Australian 
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government in the face of this tide of human misery gave the piece its title and the 
gradual destruction of the blood-red jumper on a mannequin was an oblique reference 
to trauma. I amplified the yarn’s capacity for suggesting a cyclic temporality by having it 
travel visibly around the space in a circle. The unravelling jumper was placed on a 
loaned dress form. From there, the yarn spanned the length of the space to a swift, a 
rotating wooden frame used to manage hanks of yarn. The yarn then travelled from the 
swift to my knitting needles. As I completed a hat I pinned it on the wall behind me. 
Each stage of the process had a camera trained on it. 
 
  
Rebecca Shanahan, Home Security, Airspace Projects (2017) 
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Rebecca Shanahan, Home Security, Airspace Projects (2017) 
 
 
Rebecca Shanahan, Home Security, Airspace Projects (2017) 
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I used my own security system for this exhibition, so Home Security’s documentation 
now operated in the present displayed on a monitor in the gallery. The three forms of 
recording that informed this work were better articulated in this work than in Open for 
Maintenance: the live image capture in real time, whose present-ness contradicted the 
usual process of understanding performance art afterwards through documentation; 
the four cameras plus monitor in a very small space, which spoke of surveillance’s 
casual ubiquity; the allusion to networked contemporary life in which daily life is 
performed and recorded for distribution via social media. 
 
A performance uniform was developed for this and subsequent performances. First 
trialling a white coat as worn by couture industry workers, I then trialled a worker 
uniform of blue shirt and pants such as China’s Mao suit or Australia’s King Gee 
workwear. This evoked male outdoor labour too much and did not look contemporary. 
Trialling workwear eventually led to a professional-style black pants suit and white 
collared shirt. It was a way of gaming corporate convention by applying it to a non-
corporate, non-profit, crafty activity. Also, with Hillary Clinton notably campaigning 
against Trump in pantsuits at the time, a suit has since had feminist agency.133 
 
During the exhibition, I knitted several hats of different geometric shapes and on 
completion pinned them to the wall as usual for art objects. The saturated red jumper 
that worked visually with the white room, black suit and surveillance equipment and 
simplified shapes. This black, white, and red became my performance colour scheme. 
While this was not a participatory work, audience response to Home Security was, like 
Open for Maintenance, focused around the enjoyment of watching someone work, a 
great deal of interest in the craft component, and almost no comment on the 
surveillance component of the work despite the four cameras and monitor forming a 
substantial presence in the small exhibition space. Several visitors whom I didn’t know 
separately went and found themselves something to sit on and brought it back into the 
space. This reinforced my sense from Open for Maintenance that one to one 
relationships were an important if unforeseen part of this kind of work.  
 
 
Underpinnings  
 
Later in 2017 I undertook the one-day needlecraft performance Underpinnings at ES74 
Gallery in Care and Constraint, a women’s workshop and performance program 
conceived and curated by Ivana Jovanovic. This performance offered one to one 
																																																						
133 Clinton’s campaign triggered a widespread pantsuit trend among women celebrities. 
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conversation, following my observations of how visitors to the previous two 
performances had engaged with my performance. As the show was up for one day 
rather than one month, I wore an action video camera. These two decisions set the 
tone for a small, intimate performance. 
	
	
Rebecca Shanahan, Underpinnings, ES74 Gallery (2017) 
 
Rebecca Shanahan, Underpinnings, ES74 Gallery (2017)	
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Rebecca Shanahan, Underpinnings, ES74 Gallery (2017) 
 
 
Rebecca Shanahan, Underpinnings, ES74 Gallery (2017) 
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Two standard Ikea stools were placed on a small red carpet, defining the space of the 
performance and signalling its conversational nature. I sewed a label reading ‘Art 
Recipient’ onto a garment provided by participating visitors.  The labels were produced 
by an Adelaide company that supplies name labels for children’s clothes and 
organisations like Scouts. Such labels, usually hidden inside clothes, are associated 
with the care and labour of mothers, so the label was a stealth metaphor for female 
unpaid labour.  
 
 
Rebecca Shanahan, Underpinnings detail (near actual size) (2017) 
 
The phrase ‘Art Recipient’ had multiple readings. It labelled the garment’s owner as 
someone who had received art, and that this fact was worth declaring. It declared my 
act of sewing to be art. The label was itself also a work of art, being a limited edition 
multiple commissioned by an artist. Each label took about eight minutes to sew on, so 
this became the approximate length of each conversation. A regular rhythm developed 
throughout the four-hour performance, with people viewing or participating in other 
performances in the gallery while waiting to take their turn. Because there was little eye 
contact, the set-up felt non-threatening and visitors appeared relaxed. Each encounter 
included chatty and quiet periods. Conversation topics included art, politics, and the 
visitor’s personal life; it is an honour to have been taken into my visitors’ confidence. 
Due to battery and card storage limitations, I programmed the head-mounted action 
camera to take still pictures at regular intervals so these could be edited later into a 
single work. Unlike Home Security, there was no real-time monitor. This may be added 
for future performances documented by action camera, to provide the present-ness 
and uncanny quality of documentation simultaneous with the performance taking place. 
Edited footage from Home Security and Underpinnings will be exhibited at SCA for the 
final iteration of my research. 
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Rebecca Shanahan, Underpinnings video still, work in progress (2017-18) 
 
 
Rebecca Shanahan, Underpinnings video still, work in progress (2017-18) 
 
 
Rebecca Shanahan, Underpinnings video still, work in progress (2017-18) 
 
 
Rebecca Shanahan, Underpinnings video still, work in progress (2017-18) 
 
REBECCA SHANAHAN PERFORMING AND DOCUMENTING POST-INTERNET: FEMINIST NEEDLECRAFT AND A POETICS OF SURVEILLING  
	
	 126	
In this chapter I have outlined my enquiry into transforming my practice to refuse the 
art market, and how I moved to a feminist needlecraft performance practice, used 
unpaid labour as total giving for anti-capitalist purpose, and considered new image 
ecologies through self-surveillance. The appendices to this chapter contain room 
sheets from these exhibitions. In the final two chapters, I discuss new perceptions of 
photographic temporality, and recent shifts in relationships between performance and 
documentation in art and everyday life that these surveilled performances modelled. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
FOR THE CAMERA 
 
 
 
 
Introduction 
 
I now move from my main feminist argument – for an ethically-oriented, dematerialised 
mode of practice that orients away from the art market and recognises unpaid female 
labour – to discuss in this chapter forms of performance for the camera that have 
informed my research. Security surveillance, mapping surveillance such as Google 
Street View and the self-surveillance of social media are noise to art’s signal. I argue 
that these ways of imaging the world and ourselves in it are now ubiquitous and 
pervasive and ask whether these new conditions are creating imaging cultures and 
relationships with surveillance that are very different from the pre-image-sharing world. 
I compare these new ways of being in the image-world with performance art and its 
documentation and to changed practices of performance within photography and video 
art. I discuss my work Made Me Cry, a filmed performance for the lens that claims the 
possibility of affect in the face of the displacement created by multiple lenses and 
screens. I refer to Brooke A. Knight’s Performative Phones: Cameras at the Ready and 
Ursula Anne Frohne’s Creativity on Display? Visibility Conflicts or the Claim for Opacity 
as Ethical Resource in relation to the performance of self on social media. In 
discussing the practice of documenting performance art, or performing for documented 
art, I refer to Anne Marsh’s Performance Ritual Document, Peggy Phelan’s The 
Ontology of Performance: Representation Without Reproduction, and Philip 
Auslander’s The Performativity of Performance Documentation.  
 
 
Ubiquitous surveillance  
 
Michel Foucault’s analysis of panopticism, and the anonymous power and control it  
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wielded, in Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (1975) was for many years 
the definitive approach to theorising surveillance. Following Foucault, artists like Julia 
Scher directly critiqued surveillance, appropriating its form to model its total power and 
control over the individual and co-opting and/or transgressing those properties. 
 
 
Julia Scher, Mothers Under Surveillance (1993) 
 
Ways of thinking about surveillance have necessarily expanded along with image 
culture, with various forms of surveilling and souveilling (surveilling from ‘under’ rather 
than ‘over’) embedded into daily life. There is every reason to continue to interrogate 
institutional and government surveillance and critique its secrecy and control: artist 
Trevor Paglen’s projects return the gaze of and make visible corporate-government 
systems of global surveillance. The algorithmic surveillance of individuals through 
online data mining is equally a very substantial concern, especially given its ability to 
change democratic election outcomes. However, my chief focus is where saturation-
level surveillance and self-surveillance meet and start to merge. I conceive of 
surveillance as a broad metaphor for the blanket imaging of the world we now 
experience from all directions and the resulting performativity that begins to pervade 
our culture.  Networked imaging devices helped to create the current image-culture in 
which the borders between surveillance and self-surveillance have become more 
porous. Operator-less cameras lack the subjective gaze of a photographer, but are 
consciously deployed by artists and non-artists all the same. Some examples: Michael 
Klier’s feature-length film Der Reise (1983) was edited from security footage of German 
public spaces. Jennifer Ringley used her publicly shared webcam JenniCam, which in 
an uncanny form of conceptual art recorded her life uncensored in her apartment 
around the clock, as a kind of performed self-actualisation. Jennicam and other 
webcam performers revolutionised internet use from 1996 and moved Laura Mulvey’s 
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identification of the male gaze in film to a new discursive phase; Hille Koskela called 
this genre “empowering exhibitionism”.134 
 
 
Jennifer Ringley, Jennicam video still (c.1996) 
 
 
Google Street View’s ‘friendly’ surveillance has yielded its own genre of documentary 
photography. This is exemplified by the work of Jon Rafman and Doug Rickard, who 
have retrieved from it some decisive-moment photographs of surreal beauty and social 
critique.  
 
 
Jon Rafman, from The Nine Eyes of Google Street View (undated) 
 
 
 
Doug Rickard, from A New American Picture (undated) 
																																																						
134 Hille Koskela, ‘Webcams, TV shows and Mobile Phones: Empowering Exhibitionism’. Surveillance and Society Vol 2 
numbers 2/3, Sep 2002, 1. https://ojs.library.queensu.ca/index.php/surveillance-and-society/article/view/3374  
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The signal-to-noise balance starts to come unstuck with life-logging, the image-
collecting practice of using a small wearable camera such as the Memory Clip to 
record the wearer’s entire day. At this point the image-map expands to one-to-one 
scale.135 Even when a camera is consciously operated, it may bear some relation to the 
overseeing eye of surveillance. We are now fully habituated to the spread of citizen 
journalism that a camera in every pocket has provided: it is twenty-seven years since a 
citizen filmed police beating Rodney King in 1991 and sent the footage to his local 
television station. 
 
Ten years ago, Anders Albrechtslund was arguing for an expansion of thinking about 
surveillance in relation to social media. Albrechtslund described what he called 
“participatory surveillance”136 – rather than the hierarchical vertical structure of the 
panopticon which places all power in the gaze of the watcher/s above and diminishes 
individual subjectivity, Albrechtslund claimed a different structure for online social 
media: “Surveillance as a mutual, horizontal practice”.137 It is this kind of performativity 
which I characterise as self-surveillance. These days, the discussion about 
participatory or self-surveillance has taken a darker turn, with Ursula Anne Frohne 
describing post-internet life as an “audition society”:138 
 
A new ‘economy of visibility’ defines cultural formations and social anatomies of 
the network society…the desire for relentless self-display has become part and 
parcel of the new social order.139 
 
Frohne places marketing, that key tool of late capitalism, in the centre of our culture: 
 
…Marketing, mediated and enriched by the imperatives of economic conditions, 
assesses, appropriates and modulates contemporary cultural formations.140 
 
She reveals the way in which individuals must monitor and perform themselves 
constantly as part of their labour obligations, with privacy and autonomy threatened as 
a result: 
Creative processes underlie constant self-monitoring to fulfil service units as 
reflected in business plans or target agreements of evermore invasive methods 
																																																						
135 See academic, writer and artist Helen Grace’s use of the Memory Clip device. 
136 Anders Albrechtslund, ‘Online Social Networking as Participatory Surveillance’. First Monday Journal, Vol 13 No 3, 3 
March 2008 http://firstmonday.org/ojs/index.php/fm/article/view/2142  
137 Albrechtslund, ‘Online Social Networking’. 
138 Ursula Anne Frohne, ‘Creativity on Display? Visibility Conflicts or the Claim for Opacity as Ethical Resource’. In New 
Visualities, New Technologies: The New Ecstasy of Communication eds. Hille Koskela and J. Macgregor Wise. 
(Farnham: Ashgate Publishing, 2013), 126. Proquest EBook Central. 
139 Frohne, ‘Creativity on Display?’, 123-124. 
140 Frohne, 119. 
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of quality management programs. Absolute transparency is regarded as a key 
quality of capable (self-) management.141 
 
In this way, Frohne shows us how self-actualisation through performativity has thus 
been co-opted by the need to market one’s brand in neoliberalism’s gig economy, 
making it an act of disempowerment rather than empowerment.142 
 
 
Surveillance’s affective displacement 
 
I propose that operator-less imagery is capable of causing emotional affect in a viewer. 
I identify this affect as deriving from displacement, authenticity, and mono no aware. I 
discuss here displacement, relating to surveillance’s Barthesian trace of an absent 
subject, and later the strange new form of authentic imagery created by an operator-
less camera, and Chapter Eight addresses mono no aware, or heightened awareness 
of time passing through the inherent temps mort of surveillance imagery. Artists Emily 
Jacir and Jill Magid have used surveillance imagery in ways that disrupt the 
conventional view that surveillance is necessarily impersonal, distant and disengaged. 
Drawing on the technology’s quality of displacement, Jacir and Magid have co-opted 
the medium into self-surveillance for affective purposes. In Linz Diary, 2003, Emily 
Jacir embedded surveillance into her oeuvre examining Palestinian identity, 
displacement and statelessness. Jacir collected surveillance images of her presence 
over several days in a square in the Austrian city of Linz, where she was living at the 
time. For Palestinians, borders cannot be physically negotiated with certainty and 
‘home’ may be in a banned zone. The diasporic is the norm. Jacir is here so cannot be 
there. Yet Jacir, however randomly positioned in the square, is present; she exists, she 
uses the surveillance system to account for herself (and to mourn Edward Saïd, who 
died during the work’s creation.) 
 
 
Emily Jacir, Linz Diary (2003)  
																																																						
141 Frohne, ‘Creativity on Display?’, 127. 
142 Set on a fictional Google-like campus, Dave Eggers’ 2013 dystopian novel The Circle is a contemporary version of 
1984 addressing this requirement of performativity and loss of privacy. It was praised in literary journals and criticised in 
tech journals. 
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In Jill Magid’s 2004 performative work Evidence Locker, Magid developed such 
intimate relationships with surveillance systems, and, importantly, the people with 
oversight of them, that she went so far as to call it love. Magid collaborated with the 
agency tasked with surveilling Liverpool’s public spaces to generate footage of herself, 
sometimes getting a camera operator to track her and once to guide her through the 
streets with her eyes closed (Trust). Magid framed the bureaucratic letters of request 
required to retrieve the footage as love letters.  
 
 
Jill Magid, Evidence Locker (2004) 
 
Jacir and Magid’s uses of surveillance thus draw more from its affective quality of 
displacement than its use for controlling individuals, displacement that might be 
social/relational, cultural, generational and/or diasporic; the ghostly here/not here of a 
documented screen presence: its Barthes-ian trace.  
 
 
The affective trace: Made Me Cry 
 
Fluxus artist Shigeko Kubota’s 1973 video My Father combines footage of her dead 
father watching television in Japan with footage of her in New York mourning his 
recorded image, shown on a television set. Some of the affecting quality of the work 
comes from the haunting effect of seeing a dead person re-animated by the screen, the 
video equivalent of Barthes’ photographic ‘dead and going to die’. (Kubota collected 
the footage on a return visit to Japan, so her father is absent though both space and 
time.) Some of it comes from seeing Kubota crying and touching the screen as though 
she were touching her actual father, not his displaced screen representation.  
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Shigeko Kubota, My Father video still (1973) 
 
Early in my doctoral research I made the video self-portrait Made Me Cry, based on 
performance documentation. During Marina Abramović’s retrospective The Artist is 
Present at New York’s Museum of Modern Art in 2010, Abramović commissioned 
photographer Marco Anelli to document the encounters between Abramović and 
individual visitors that constituted the central live performance of the three-month 
exhibition. Many of the photographic portraits depicted visitors weeping, and Anelli’s 
website marinaabramovicmademecry.tumblr.com showed scores of these 
photographs.143  
 
 
Marco Anelli, untitled (2010) 
 
When I viewed the photographic portraits of these weeping visitors on the website, they 
moved me to tears. Unlike their face to face encounter with Abramović, the visitors 
were not present to me, nor was I present to them. We were in different hemispheres. 
They were in the Nowheresville of the internet where there was no there, there. We 
weren’t sitting opposite one another in MOMA, inhaling and exhaling the same air, 
surrounded by the stage-like space beyond which crowds watched and waited many 
hours for their turn, security officers managed people’s expectations, and contractors 
																																																						
143 The status of these photographs is not entirely clear. Anelli’s website describes them as a ‘personal project’; 
MOMA’s website states that Abramović asked him to document the work, and MOMA used them extensively to promote 
the exhibition. 
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filmed and photographed. (No wonder people cried.)  It intrigued me that I cried. I was 
curious to see if I would cry if I looked again – was this weepiness a reflexive action? I 
looked again, and cried again. I set up my camera to film myself, and cried again. I 
then realised that the built-in webcam in my laptop was a more appropriate realisation 
of this strange, displaced emotion, so filmed myself crying yet again using that.  I was 
interested in exploring feeling in the presence and absence of a lens via through the 
near and far of the internet. This work was the precursor to my use of actual 
surveillance systems to activate their qualities of mono no aware and operator-less 
authenticity, as well as the quality of displacement that webcams and surveillance 
share. 
  
Made Me Cry consists of a webcam video documenting a person performing a viewing 
of a website of photographs of strangers publically performing encountering a stranger. 
Felt and expressed human emotion is transmitted through multiple lenses, screens and 
performances. I cannot speak for the crying MoMA visitors’ motivation to weep. But my 
empathy for their expressed emotion was authentically felt, and the video document of 
my tears, while consciously performed for the lens, is also authentic. Following this 
work I mostly abandoned the professional digital single lens reflex camera I had been 
making work on and moved to vernacular cameras used for surveillance and self-
surveillance: closed circuit security imaging systems and a personal action camera. 
 
 
Rebecca Shanahan, Made Me Cry video still (2014) 
 
Surveillance’s operator-less authenticity 
 Fixed-frame security cameras contain some key qualities central to the expressive  
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development of my research project. One is their capacity to express the temporal 
expressions temps mort, ma, and mono no aware. The beauty, sadness and 
occasional humour that occur momentarily between the long voids of inactivity that can 
be thought of as intervals, or ma, draw something of their affect from our understanding 
that the footage is an exact recording and reflection of real life. This fundamental 
authenticity has disappeared for the most part from other fields of lens-based practice 
due to widespread use and knowledge of editing and other manipulations.144 Security 
footage and other forms of operator-less lens-based imagery may ironically be the last 
bastions of imagery that we can perceive to be a veracious, authentic record. They are 
not immune from manipulation of course, but their lack of authorial inflection and the 
general difficulty of covert editing or other directed changes renders them relatively 
persuasive as documents. Daniel Palmer recognized this quality in the images 
generated by the ever-mobile van with nine eyes. In Google Street View and 
Photography in Public Space, Palmer considers some of the contradictions contained 
within Google Street View’s blanket coverage of public space. Palmer’s discussion 
focuses on public/private issues, noting that Street View’s “unconventional and 
essentially anonymous form of photographic authorship participates in an important 
recalibration of traditional understandings of public and public within photographic 
practice.”145 He also discusses the algorithmic surveillance noted at the beginning of 
this chapter, since Google is one of the main beneficiaries of consumers’ data: “To 
understand Street View, it is important to recognize that its use is animated by the 
emerging politics of metadata within the interfaces of everyday life.”146 It is Palmer’s 
discussion of Street View’s mode of an authorless, continual recording flow that is most 
pertinent to my research: 
 
Google’s automated aesthetic extends a mode of realism developed by cinema 
verité, of everyday life flowing endlessly by in front of the mechanical eye-
witness of the camera lens. It was a lesson that Andy Warhol knew well, when 
he simply turned on the camera and walked away, in films like Empire (1964): 
that reality is best evoked for the viewer when precisely nothing happens.147 
 
This is the new authenticity of the operator-less camera: the “reality best evoked” when 
“precisely nothing happens”. In other words, we understand this visual language’s 
veracity through the profound interval, the temporal absence that is ma.  
																																																						
144 Watching a teenager edit an Instagram image prior to posting is like watching a sped-up, advanced Photoshop video 
tutorial.  
145 Daniel Palmer, ‘Google Street View and Photography in Public Space’ in The Culture of Photography in Public Space, 
edited by Anne Marsh, Melissa, Miles, and Daniel Palmer, 169. Bristol: Intellect Books, 2015. 
146 Palmer, ‘Google Street View’, 179. 
147 Palmer, ‘Google Street View’, 171. 
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The performance of self on social media 
 
Along the great arc from Walter Benjamin’s concerns about mechanical 
reproduction to Instagram, we can trace photography’s movement from 
documentation to performance.148 
 
Brooke A. Knight’s ‘Performative Phones: Cameras at the Ready’ analyses some of the 
effect of phones on photography, focusing on two of the conditions I discuss as 
significant to our post-Barthes, post-internet image culture: present-ness, which 
Chapter Eight addresses, and performativity. While there has been much work done on 
the impact of phones in the area of media and communication studies (see for example 
Larissa Hjorth’s work), Knight is sensitive to histories of photography:   
    
Rather than create a point of demarcation that analog photography is archive 
and digital photography is performance, perhaps it is more about the 
continuation of a line, and that a digital camera attached to cellular networks 
pushes photography further down that line toward performativity.149 
 
Knight recognises here photography’s performative dimension which has existed since 
its inception,150 and positions digital networked photography as an expansion of that 
existing practice. 
 
Rather than being a memento mori, those shared-immediately images become 
signs of being, of agency, of performativity.151  
 
It is this connection between present-ness and performativity for a lens that has  
informed my work. We use social media to perform our existence in the present 
moment:  
 
These images exist to share: they are neither made to record an event, nor are 
they for aesthetic pleasure. This act of sharing pictures is about declaring one’s 
existence, in which the content of the images is in fact not the subject of the 
photos: the subject is actually the person taking the pictures. Beyond 
																																																						
148 Brooke A. Knight, ‘Performative Pictures: Camera Phones at the Ready’ in New Visualities, New Technologies: The 
New Ecstasy of Communication, ed. Hille Koskela, (Farnham: Ashgate Publishing, 2013), 154, Proquest EBook Central. 
149 Brooke A. Knight, ‘Performative Pictures’, 156.  
150 For example, Hippolyte Bayard’s enjoyably histrionic Self Portrait as a Drowned Man (1840) 
151 Knight, 165. 
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spontaneous snapshots, cell phone cameras can prove the presence of the 
picture taker at the event. Instead of the disembodied print of traditional images, 
pictures and videos taken and shared from a cell phone articulate one’s 
existence and convey immediacy.152 
 
This goes to the heart of self-performance on social media: even when the image in 
question is not a selfie, the subject is the person taking the pictures. These images 
take multiple forms, for example proof-of-presence where simply attending an event is 
insufficient but requires photographic proof, or taste-making, where images of things 
found aesthetically pleasing or interesting contribute to the phone-owner’s ‘brand.’ This 
is why everyone still needs to photograph the tourist icons, even though anyone can 
find out what the icons look like from professional photographs by googling it. The icon 
is not the subject, the photographer’s performance of being-there is. The photographs 
enable the performative process of self-actualisation. 
 
Hannah: Why are you taking so many pictures? 
Elijah: I just realised that I got so good at taking selfies that I wasn’t feeling 
challenged anymore. Then I thought, what would happen if I turned the 
camera…around?153 
 
 
Performance and its documentation 
 
Coming from a photographic background comprising various combinations of staged 
photography and photograph-as-document, I sought a particular relationship between 
photographic documentation and live performance. I needed a form of document that 
was a separate artwork that, while acknowledging the original performance as a 
referent, had its own meaning and autonomous visual language. My aim was to bring 
performance and documents into relation with one another through installation, to close 
the loop between action and its record. My work brings into being two philosophies of 
performance that are normally held in opposition.   
 
Performance in a strict ontological sense is nonreproductive. It is this quality 
which makes performance the runt of the litter of contemporary art. 
																																																						
152 Knight, 164.  
153 Girls television show Season 4 Episode 3 https://www.cooltvzion.pro/watch-girls-season-4-episode-3-s04e03-
online3-free-v1-42282#OpenloadSection  
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Performance clogs the smooth machinery of reproductive representation 
necessary to the circulation of capital.154 
 
Peggy Phelan’s essay ‘The Ontology of Performance’, from which the above quote is 
taken, considers performance’s transience, liveness, and of-the-moment qualities as 
political ones. For Phelan, writing in 1993 (well before peak Abramović, hence the ‘runt’ 
analogy), it is in this way that performance uniquely resists being subsumed into 
capitalist exchange and takes on empowering new life in the form of subjective 
memory, beyond the grasp of institutional control. Phelan’s position aligns with my 
desire to refuse the market, as does her belief in the unique value to an audience of 
the live experience. This latter is something that became clear to me only as I 
undertook performances. I embarked on my first performance, Open for Maintenance, 
with a photographer’s attitude still, like doing a shoot in public. Although I had 
accounted for visitors and provided a seat for them, the live exchange remained 
theoretical until my first conversation. After that I came to understand the value of 
liveness, specifically in my case one-to-one exchange, and by my third performance, 
Underpinnings, made it central to the event. Phelan elucidates that if performance 
appears as a reproduced document, it is not performance: “…once it does so, it 
becomes something other than performance.”155 This “something other than 
performance” has of course expanded since Phelan wrote her essay. In her book 
Performance Ritual Document (2014), Anne Marsh points out that: “…the slippage 
between performance art documentation and the performative self-portrait is evidence 
of a convergence of media that we now witness across the visual field.”156 
 
Philip Auslander’s Baudrillard-esque position is famously oppositional to Phelan’s: 
 
The act of documenting an event as a performance is what constitutes it as 
such. Documentation does not simply generate image/statements that describe 
an autonomous performance and state that it occurred: it produces an event as 
a performance...157 
 
According to Auslander the performance requires documentation for its existence, and 
is actually brought into being by it: documenting the work creates the work. Without the 
photo document the event has not taken place. Auslander has solid evidence for this, 
																																																						
154 Peggy Phelan, ‘The Ontology of Performance’ in Unmarked: The Politics of Performance, (New York, London: 
Routledge 1993), 148. 
155 Phelan, ‘The Ontology of Performance’ 146. 
156 Anne Marsh, Performance Ritual Document (South Yarra, Melbourne: Macmillan, 2014), 51. 
157 Philip Auslander ‘The Performativity of Performance Documentation’ in Perform Repeat Record ed. Amelia Jones 
and Adrian Heathfield (Bristol, UK; Chicago, USA: Intellect, 2012), 53. 
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since performance can only enter history via its record. He cites, among others, Chris 
Burden’s famous 1971 Shoot performance. We know this as the notorious performance 
where Burden enlisted a friend to shoot him in the arm; we might not know it as the 
performance where Burden enlisted a friend to shoot him in the arm in front of a 
photographer. This mirrors the performative self-surveillance of social media. To 
paraphrase Knight again, the subject of social media photos is the phone owner, 
regardless of what the phone’s lens is pointed at. Without the photo document, the self 
does not exist. Auslander usefully divides performance photography into documentary 
and theatrical categories. The former is the evidential record that proves the fact of the 
live performance in front of an audience, the latter is performed photography in which 
the performance was staged specifically for the camera. While my documentation is 
clearly in Auslander’s documentary category, my documenting with consciousness of 
framing, organisation of compositional elements, consideration of lighting, future editing 
choices and all the other photographic choices I have been making for years 
complicates this, bringing it within the orbit of the theatrical category.   
 
There are a number of overarching factors driving this [performance] 
resurgence: developments in technology that have made it easier than ever 
before to document, edit and present performance; the rise of celebrity culture 
and mass media; along with trends towards self-surveillance via online video 
platforms and social networking sites. We live in a culture saturated by 
‘performance’ so it makes sense that artists are responding and critiquing this, 
either explicitly or implicitly through a range of performative modes.158 
 
This quote from feminist performance collective Brown Council tells us that for them, 
the default mode now for performance art is recorded: performance now uses 
technology to ‘document, edit and present’; ‘mass media’ is an influential factor and so 
is ‘self-surveillance via online video platforms and social networking sites’. Auslander 
has clearly argued his position following Baudrillard, but for contemporary practitioners 
the argument appears semantic. Works such as Natalie Bookchin’s poetic Mass 
Ornament, which synthesises hundreds of amateur performances uploaded to 
YouTube into a single video installation, reinforce this, since the work could only be 
realised due to the aggregating function of YouTube.  
 
																																																						
158 Brown Council, ‘Embodied Acts: Live and Alive – An Email Round Table’ in Contemporary Australia: Women ed. 
Julie Ewington, (South Brisbane: Queensland Art Gallery, 2012), 176. 
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Natalie Bookchin, Mass Ornament video still (2009) 
 
 
Expanding historic meaning through documentation 
 
The increased availability of early performance documentation from the 1960s 
onwards, through online video databases, has also influenced the current 
generation of artists – there is now a ‘history’ of performance for artists to 
respond to.159  
 
Brown Council here speak to the archive that has only emerged and become 
accessible post-internet. While Anne Marsh and others have discussed the new fetish 
role of old performance documentation such as proof sheets, contemporaneous 
documentation of performed works can amplify historic understanding of the work 
through its technical qualities and collection of incidental detail. To return to Yoko 
Ono’s 1964 Cut Piece performance discussed in Chapter Four, for example: this was 
documented on film by a camera operator who shared the stage with Ono and 
recorded both performer and audience. The fact of the camera operator’s being on 
stage may have primed the audience to understand the work as incipiently significant 
(and possibly blocked their view). The audience is more formally dressed than now, 
looking like ‘Mad Men’ extras to a contemporary eye – they are clearly influenced by 
the beat movement but the hippy loosening of presentation conventions has not yet 
occurred. They briskly but politely follow Ono’s score, complete with cheerful chat and 
occasional laughter. This upbeat mood, plus the relatively formal clothes, gives the 
work a sense of an occasion, a night out, rather different from the studiedly casual, 
übercool vibe of some contemporary art performances. It is like theatre, except there is 
no prohibition on talking or mounting the stage and interacting with the performer.   
 
Shot on black and white film in 4:3 aspect ratio, the document is in the same format as 
the World War Two newsreels that had ceased screening only nineteen years 
																																																						
159 Brown Council, ‘Embodied Acts’, 176. 
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previously. (For contemporary society, it would be comparable to a similar global war 
having ended in 1999.) Ono’s radical Fluxus performance took place in a world where 
the war was within adults’ living memories, making Julia Bryan-Wilson’s analysis of Cut 
Piece as a work intrinsically linked to Ono’s wartime experiences all the more acute. 
The film’s format insistently reiterates this: black and white film in 4:3 ratio belongs to 
the era of not only cheery Allied propaganda but also Chaplin and Buster Keaton. We 
don’t look through the film like a window, but at it like a relic. The datable technical 
qualities of lens-based documentation contribute to our historic understanding of what 
we are looking at.  
 
In this chapter I have asked how the blanket coverage of operator-less cameras, 
camera phones and social media have changed our way of being in the world, and 
shown that our perception of surveillance has shifted as a result of both our own self-
surveillance and habituation to anonymous surveillance. I have also shown how affect 
can be expressed through displacement via the lens and/or screen through my work 
Made Me Cry, how we publically perform our identities through a continuous process of 
shared conversational photography, and how definitions of performance art have now 
expanded to accommodate its documentation.  In the next and final chapter I continue 
to consider image culture, asking how our experience of time through the lens has 
changed in the post-digital world, looking to durational photography and further 
examining vernacular operator-less imagery. 
  
REBECCA SHANAHAN PERFORMING AND DOCUMENTING POST-INTERNET: FEMINIST NEEDLECRAFT AND A POETICS OF SURVEILLING  
	
	 142	
 
 
 
CHAPTER EIGHT 
NOW’S THE NEW THEN 
 
 
 
 
 
Introduction 
 
In the previous chapter, I moved from my primary feminist argument to discuss my 
complementary argument that contemporary lens-based practice needs to reflect new 
conditions of performativity, present-ness, and operator-less affect. In this final chapter, 
I continue this discussion by examining contemporary photographic temporality. I ask 
how it has expanded to include durational photography, converged still and moving 
imagery, and bumped the long-held relationship with the past that previously 
underpinned photographic understanding. I discuss recent shifts in perceptions of 
documented time created by camera phones and the internet, citing Roland Barthes’s 
Camera Lucida, Douglas Rushkoff’s Present Shock: When Everything Happens Now, 
and Virginia Heffernan’s Magic and Loss: The Internet as Art. I consider relationships 
between still and moving images with reference to David Campany’s Photography and 
Cinema. I follow up my examination of surveillance in the previous chapter with further 
analysis here of its temporal poetics, and outline how I moved to using security 
cameras to generate imagery as a way of acknowledging the qualities of ma (a kind of 
temporal negative space bearing meaning), mono no aware (a poignant and wistful 
awareness of time passing), and temps mort (narrative-less duration expressed in a 
film, usually before or after actor/s enter frame). The last is an organising principle in 
my still and durational photography to allude to events, real or imagined, and to give 
weight or significance to compositions absent of people. I perceive the principle of ma 
as a philosophic equivalent to temps mort and reference this in Japanese photography 
and cinema. Following the previous chapter’s discussion of operator-less imaging 
technology’s affective mono no aware qualities, I claim ma/temps mort as a quality 
shared both by authored film and photography works and by security footage.  
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I first exhibited moving image works alongside prints in 2012 after acquiring a camera 
which enabled the production of high definition moving image as well as still 
photographs. This convergence in the apparatus has been significant to the 
development of the new form of durational photography I discuss later. My public 
exhibitions of doctoral research have included the generation and projection of 
combined still and moving imagery from various cameras, and my final exhibition will 
present further merged still and moving imagery in projected works, making temporality 
a key material as well as subject in my work. 
 
 
Roland Barthes’ photographic past-ism 
 
One of the many ideas in Roland Barthes’ iconic Camera Lucida that has had a lasting 
effect on photographic discourse is his elucidation of the particular relationship 
between photography and the past. In the decades since its publication, Barthes’ 
declaration that photography has an indelible, fatal link with the past – the “ghostly 
remains”160 of the lost subject and time of a photograph – has become a trope of 
photographic theory. Barthes’ identification of photography’s indexical, trace past-ness 
gave voice to the medium’s core of loss and absence across both space and time that 
was central to my practice. For two decades, I made photographic artworks that 
considered that connection to the past and to memory, sometimes consciously placing 
this quality at the centre of my work, sometimes being aware of it as a perennial 
context. My work suggested that this spatio-temporal loss and absence had been the 
cause of longing for the absent, transient subject that created a transferred, fetishistic 
longing for the photographic referent. This can be seen, for example, in the 
photographic component of my 2014 project I Had But Couldn’t Keep, where objects of 
indistinct spatial and temporal origin were rendered as photographic prints scaled at 
precisely 1:1 to their subjects. 
In Geoffrey Batchen’s Photography Degree Zero (2009),161 he and thirteen other 
writers returned to Camera Lucida to tease out its ideas. Many of these writers were 
critical of aspects of Barthes’ unconventional book, written while he mourned for his 
mother and published two months before Barthes himself died. Several contested 
Barthes’ key idea of the punctum, the ‘pricking’ sensation received from something in 
the photograph that the photographer did not intend, as something so personal as to 
be theoretically pointless. In ‘What Do We Want Photography to Be?’ James Elkins 
																																																						
160 Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography, (New York: Hill and Wang, 1982), 96. 
161 Geoffrey Batchen, ed. Photography Degree Zero: Reflections on Barthes’ Camera Lucida. (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT 
Press, 2009) 
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pointed out that Barthes’ discussion applied to vernacular photographs of people, an 
extreme narrowing of photographic scope and a genre that Elkins found more nostalgic 
than innovative.162 Margaret Olin, Carol Mavor and Shawn Michelle Smith all 
contributed analyses that problematised Barthes’ treatment of race in the photographs 
he discussed. Photography Degree Zero, with its influential writers and widely 
discussed ideas, is nearly as germinal to photographic thinking as the book it examines. 
Throughout this vigorous re-examination, though, none of the essays appeared to 
contest Barthes’ fundamental association between photography and the past. 
Photography Degree Zero was published in 2009, when a vernacular photograph was 
still an object made of paper. But by 2013 its creator Geoffrey Batchen was writing, 
“Everyone concedes that photography is now a medium of exchange as much as a 
mode of documentation. Able to be instantly disseminated around the globe, a digital 
snapshot initially functions as a message in the present…rather than only as a record 
of some past moment. ”163  
 
In his essay ‘Performative Pictures: Camera Phones at the Ready’, Brooke A. Knight 
articulates this shift into present-ness and takes it one step further: 
 
Whereas traditional photography freezes time and place, the continuous 
quotidian images of the cell phone camera are instantaneous and disposable; 
they are meant for that moment in time alone, and often no more.164 
 
Just as Batchen suggested in his history of photography’s multiple beginnings, Burning 
With Desire: The Conception of Photography,165 that we invented photography 
because we wanted it, it seems that so too has the development of this present-ness in 
phone-based image culture slid into place due to our desires. As soon as we had 
cameras always in our pockets, we began to use images to converse with one another. 
As Knight says, for that moment in time alone. 
 
 
Douglas Rushkoff’s Internet present-ism 
 
…we tend to exist in a distracted present, where forces on the periphery are   
																																																						
162 ‘Photography Degree Zero’ 178-179  
163 Geoffrey Batchen, ‘Observing Through Watching: Joachim Schmid and the Art of Exchange’ Aperture Spring 2013 
164 Brooke A Knight, ‘Performative Pictures: Camera Phones at the Ready’ in New Visualities, New Technologies: The 
New Ecstasy of Communication, ed. Hille Koskela, (Farnham: Ashgate Publishing, 2013), 154, Proquest EBook Central. 
165 Geoffrey Batchen, Burning With Desire: The Conception of Photography, (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 1997)	
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magnified and those immediately before us are ignored. Our ability to create a 
plan – much less follow through on it – is undermined by our need to be able to 
improvise our way through any number of external impacts that stand to derail 
us at any moment. Instead of finding a stable foothold in the here and now, we 
end up reacting to the ever-present assault of simultaneous impulses and 
commands.166 
 
With the development of digital imaging and communication, the Barthesian connection 
of photography to the past, considered central to photography’s identity, has receded. 
What writer and theorist Douglas Rushkoff terms ‘present-ness’ can be seen as the 
new condition that along with its other impacts has derailed photography’s past-ness. 
Rushkoff’s book Present Shock: When Everything Happens Now (2013) riffs off the old 
twentieth century futurist writer and theorist Alvin Tofler’s concept of ‘future shock’ – 
our inability to cope with the speed of technological change. Rushkoff argues that this 
shock is not about the future, but about now and now-ness – present-ness. For 
Rushkoff, present-ness is a condition that has multiple effects on how we perceive and 
understand the world and events. Much of this condition is derived from technology’s 
effect on temporality: being in two – or more - places at once through our smart 
devices, being in a perpetual present so full of stimuli that we fail to attend to what’s 
coming up or what just happened. As Claire Bishop points out, “…the dérive is the logic 
of our dominant social field, the Internet.”167 Rushkoff sees multiple consequences of 
this: the loss of conventional single-strand narrative in our storytelling moving logically 
through time to take us on a journey of understanding; contested relationships with 
time that are different from previous understandings derived from analogue technology; 
a comprehension of events problematised by the lack of conventional timeframes to 
structure understanding; finally, an alarming attraction to extremist endgame scenarios 
to fill the vacuum of constant present-ness.  
 
Sue: Karen, I know your friends have organised a party and you’d really like to 
be there. 
Karen: Looks up from phone. It’s okay. I am there. Aside: Just talking to my 
mum.168 
 
The erosion, if not the complete loss, of a particular framework for understanding the 
relationship between photography and the past is another consequence of Rushkoff’s 
																																																						
166 Douglas Rushkoff, Present Shock: When Everything Happens Now, (New York: Penguin, 2013), 4. 
167 Bishop, Claire ‘Digital Divide’ Artforum 2012  
168 Outnumbered Christmas Special, ABC-TV, 22.12.17 http://iview.abc.net.au/programs/outnumbered-christmas-
special/ZW1441A001S00#playing Accessed 15.1.18. 
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present-ness. As Bill Viola and Nam Jun Paik recognised early on, analogue video was 
an instantaneous medium which they saw would alter how history was made and 
understood.169 But nothing compares to the immediacy of both the production and 
distribution of phone imagery, still or moving. Instant dissemination, mostly through 
social media and messaging platforms, has expanded the temporal meaning of 
photography to include the present. In a few short years, we have gone from sharing 
an image by printing a photograph and distributing it through post, or paper publication, 
or in person, to sharing it immediately via digital media. In doing so, the temporal 
meaning of a photograph has expanded from the default ‘This is what happened/what 
something looked like’, to ‘This is what is happening/what something looks like’. We 
now use photographs conversationally to express what’s going on now for the first time 
in the medium’s history. Photographs are no longer intrinsically linked to the past: their 
first usage now is likely to tell us something about the photographer’s present: what 
she is having for lunch, for example. An image’s nature now is as much connected to 
conversational exchange and visual chatter as it is to archiving. This is not to say that 
photographs no longer express their relationship with the past. When I suggested this 
idea of photography’s new relationship with the present to a colleague, he pointed out 
that he enjoyed reminiscing over his Facebook ‘One Year Ago’ photographs, and that 
his clear feelings of nostalgia were proof of their past-ness. But his example brings me 
to another point.  
 
Social media feeds operate within the constraint of the single frame of a device’s 
screen. Paper diaries and photograph albums are in book form with pages and are 
read from front to back, left to right. It’s easy to flip backwards and forwards, or to jump 
in an informed way from one section to another. A book is read in this way as a total 
object, as well as page by page, and its spatiality – of pages that form a beginning, 
middle and end – are understood as representing temporality. The default scroll view of 
devices render this impossible. Imagine your phone is the gate of a film projector 
through which one frame of a film is projected. Imagine trying to see the whole film 
projected by winding it backwards manually and then all the way forward again. That is 
what we do when trying to scroll to find old Instagram posts. No wonder Facebook 
generates annual nostalgia trips on users’ behalf. Yesterday must get out of the way so 
today can be viewed.  There is no point trying to contribute to a day-old Facebook 
conversation, since no one will see it. Snapchat’s default mode kills images seconds 
after being sent. The format of social media encourages users into a perpetual, ever-
refreshing present. 
																																																						
169 See Ina Blom, The Autobiography of Video: The Life and Times of a Memory Technology (Berlin: Sternberg Press, 
2016), 44. 
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New presents in some internet video 
 
Since internet video is the contextualising noise to the signal of moving image artworks, 
I discuss two examples here. In Magic and Loss: The Internet as Art, Virginia 
Heffernan tracks the origins of YouTube as a commodities exchange popular with 
vernacular users wishing to share their home movies easily. Heffernan outlines this 
significant shift of agency from professional storytellers to vernacular users. Her 2016 
list of internet video content included, “…numberless pet videos, heartland vignettes, 
security-cam film of debatable authenticity, stunts, accidents and DIY animation”.170  
 
Internet video is our ranking realist form; it is history...More than any other form 
of moving or still picture, of language, of design, Internet video (short, digital, 
crisply hued, and infinitely shareable) registers in the contemporary mind as 
reality itself–the truth, history. The Record.171 
 
Heffernan’s claim that internet video is ‘our ranking realist form’ is significant to this 
discussion because it clues us to internet video’s all-pervasive nature.  
 
Two recent forms of internet video, probably absent from Heffernan’s list because the 
internet ages in dog years, contribute in different ways to this reformulation of still and 
moving photography into a perpetual present. ‘Satisfying’ video is procedural video as 
meditative entertainment. A usually fixed camera documents skilled manual processes 
like paper marbling, paint mixing or cake decorating for entertainment and meditative 
engagement. Satisfying videos merge the enjoyable aspect of watching someone work 
with mesmerising shifting forms, colour, patterns, and movement resulting from 
applying specific skills to materials. Satisfying videos lack clear beginning, end, or 
narrative: while durational, they operate in a permanently unfolding present, sharing 
temporal characteristics with surveillance and durational photographic art practices. In 
contrast, activist videos are non-profit or devolved-profit appeals for support: potted 
histories or small stories deployed to raise consciousness and leverage some agency, 
get eyeballs onto a dot org or achieve a click on a donation button. Information dense, 
activist videos are professionally but not expensively made, with tight narrative and 
persuasive still and moving imagery. These videos are authentic, digestible, relatable, 
and often fun. (Maybe not the animal rights ones.) They are generally one minute long. 
They show that our historic understanding of film’s operation in a representational 
																																																						
170 Virginia Heffernan, Magic and Loss: The Internet As Art, (New York, NY: Simon & Schuster, 2016), 142-43. 
171 Heffernan, Magic and loss: The Internet As Art, 134-135. 
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present has been squeezed further: the representational present is now to last no more 
than sixty seconds. Otherwise, like overlong posts or emails, we won’t bother. TL/DR: 
Too Long, Didn’t Read. Our continuous partial attention172 mode, our acronyming, 
grazing and scanning, requires that our experience of the time-based medium of video 
should take hardly any time at all. Like a GIF. 
 
The emergence of slow cinema and slow television in recent years might be read as 
pushbacks to this new temporality. But with their long takes, real time and leisurely or 
absent editing, they also operate with consciousness of the moving image present. And, 
with antecedents in Warhol’s real-time films and post-war auteurs like Antonioni and 
Ackerman, they still function as part of the cinematic and avant-garde traditions. 
Satisfying video and activist video, on the other hand, are examples of new forms of 
vernacular moving image that in their own ways – one lacking narrative and functioning 
in a perpetual present, one packing an entire activism narrative into one minute – corral 
the viewer’s sense of temporality into the present. 
 
 
Durational photography  
 
With photography and film entwined throughout the late nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries, it should seem straightforward to add their recent convergence within the 
apparatus of the digital camera to this history. Muybridge’s photographic motion 
studies generated one of the first forms of moving image; the Leica camera deployed 
35mm cinema film stock. In his book ‘Photography and Cinema’, David Campany has 
analysed the many ways in which the twentieth century avant-garde explored and 
merged still and moving imagery, from Constructivist montage experiments to Warhol’s 
Empire and Chris Marker’s La Jetée. Campany identifies slowness as a motif of post-
war auteur cinema, suggesting that the early modernist fascination with speed and 
motion waned not only due to war but also to the distractions of mass visual culture. 
(As previously stated I have long drawn influence from directors Yasujirō Ozu, 
Michelangelo Antonioni and Chantal Ackerman.) Campany cites Antonioni’s “aesthetics 
of decelerated alienation”173 and I later refer to Antonioni’s film L’Éclisse, including its 
montage end sequence which in treating film clips like stills exemplifies this slowness.  
 
The convergence of still photography and video within the same digital apparatus 
offers an additional way of thinking about moving image art forms. Informed by but 
																																																						
172 Defined by Linda Stone in 1998, see https://lindastone.net/qa/continuous-partial-attention/ Accessed 22.1.18. 
173 David Campany, Photography and Cinema, (London: Reaktion Books, 2008), 37. 
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separate from both the histories of cinema and avant-garde film and video, what is 
often called durational photography can be sited within photographic histories and 
theories. Even more than still photography, it asks us to attend to how time might be 
represented, but exchanges the decisive moment for an extended one. Durational 
photography tends not to be concerned with action and narrative so much as the kind 
of acute observation that still photographs offer, extended to register minor shifts of 
motion and sound. Campany notes that it is at its extremes of speed and slowness that 
film most resembles a photograph: 
 
The shorter a film’s shot the more like a photograph it gets, until one ends up 
with a single frame. The longer the shot the more like a photograph it gets too, 
the continuous ‘stare’ of the lens giving us a moving picture.174 
 
An example of this is the cinematic freeze-frame, which asks us to leave motion and 
narrative behind in favour of a decisive moment that offers reflection and increased 
understanding. It can also be said of the durational photograph, to which Campany’s 
analysis of Antonioni’s almost geologically slow pace can be applied: 
 
…the almost-nothing of the image drained of narrative urgency and quick cuts 
flirts with the audience’s everyday experience of doubt about the world and its 
future. At the same time the slowness of the image on screen opened up a 
space for philosophical and aesthetic reflection within the film.175  
 
Now, the artwork’s expression of time is also the viewer’s experience of time. 
 
Yvonne Todd and Owen Kydd are both artists with practices based in photography who 
now also exhibit durational photographs. Yvonne Todd exhibits subtle durational 
photographs alongside her still photographs. Without much medium differentiation, 
such as projection or monitor housings, Todd emphasises the similarities between her 
still and moving works rather than the differences. With all the works staged in a 
photographic studio and sharing Todd’s distinct aesthetic, we understand them as all 
part of the same project. Todd’s work is recognised for her uncanny, airless riffs on 
commercial studio photography and mash-ups of obscure pop culture visual references. 
By looping in minimal amounts of often absurd sound and motion to this anti-realistic 
aesthetic, Todd further exaggerates the controlled, artificial quality of her work. Sound 
																																																						
174 Campany, Photography and Cinema, 36. 
175 Campany, 37. 
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and motion do not provide clearer understanding of what Todd’s work depicts. Instead, 
they cloud it.  
 
Owen Kydd has exhibited both location and studio-based durational photography. 
Kydd’s work is of particular relevance to my discussion, as he has recognised and 
articulated the ‘present’ quality of the durational photograph which is also of interest to 
me:  
The most important thing for me, aside from the instrumental control that a 
studio offers, is the way it introduces a present tense. The studio erases 
temporal markers. I wanted to record the present-ness of the studio, possibly to 
ensure that there was even less chance of interning an event, but perhaps also 
to confuse the experience of viewing. I have been asked if my studio images 
are live feeds from another location, which I hope is a clue that something 
irregular is occurring.176 
 
Although Kydd’s austerely conceptual work is quite different from Todd’s, his location-
based durational photographs do something quite similar in that they disrupt, or cloud, 
the authoritative documentary claim that is part of still photography’s history. I suggest 
that while durational photography partly achieves this by contesting the fixed singularity 
of the indexical photograph, its ‘present tense’ or ‘live feed’ quality also contributes to 
this contestation: if something feels like it is happening right now, its meaning is not yet 
fixed – it has not yet entered history.  
 
Like many artists, I started included moving image works in my practice after switching 
from a film to a digital camera. The large format film photography I had previously been 
engaged in required a tripod and careful pre-visualising for controlling composition, 
staging interventions and manipulating light. In using the video mode on my new 
camera, I added duration to this existing process. I absolutely failed to pan, zoom, dolly, 
change the frame rate beyond what appeared natural to the eye, or cut to a narrative. 
(As Campany points out, “Film is not inherently narrative or popular.”177) It felt like 
making photographs as usual. By introducing duration, I could reinforce the 
reflectiveness and an open-ended quality of uncertainty or suggestion (what Campany 
describes above as doubt) that my still photographs already aspired to. Motion 
recorded by a fixed camera emphasises duration, asking the viewer to understand time 
passing as subject and existence as flow within a frame. This interest in the 
temporalities a fixed camera could offer led me to using the built-in camera in my 
																																																						
176 ‘Interview with Owen Kydd’, Aperture (online-only edition) https://aperture.org/blog/interview-with-owen-kydd/ 
Accessed 23.1.18. 
177 David Campany, Photography and Cinema, (London: Reaktion Books, 2008), 11. 
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laptop for Made Me Cry, and this use of an operator-less camera led to the use of 
security cameras for my following public performances. 
 
 
Temps mort, ma, mono no aware and surveillance poetics  
 
Some ideas about temporality that inform my work come from Japanese philosophy. In 
the Introduction, I outlined Japanese Buddhist aesthetics of impermanence. These can 
be found in the concepts of mu and ma, which are related, and mono no aware. 
Another concept, temps mort, comes from twentieth century cinema. The Zen concept 
mu, an acknowledgement of the potential for significance in negation, nothingness or 
no-thing, or negative space, has been defined most usefully for my purposes by film 
critic Kathe Geist as an “emptiness nonetheless full of possibilities”.178 The word is the 
sole inscription on the gravestone of Yasujirō Ozu, whose films were redolent of both 
mu and ma. Best understood in relation to mu, Geist defines ma as a kind of moving 
mu: a profound impermanence. For John Cage, ma related to the importance of 
interval and absence of sound in his work. Ma is to be found in surveillance imagery 
and for my purposes it is a defining quality of such footage. Ma bears a close 
relationship to temps mort. Temps mort usually translates literally from the French as 
‘dead time’. It is the term used when filming occurs before or after characters move into 
frame or action takes place: it is a technique that frames a mise-en-scène and 
describes an absence of action or narrative. Used by Ackerman, Antonioni and Ozu 
and contemporary directors such as Claire Denis, Jim Jarmusch, and Kelly Reichart, 
these moments of temps mort can resemble small pauses or breaths. In removing 
action, even when they last only a couple of seconds these moments allow increased 
awareness of what can or cannot be seen, and by implication what can or cannot be 
known or understood. It can also provide space for reflection by the viewer during the 
experience of watching the work, and amplify concerns other than action. This 
distinction, rendered durationally between visual description and knowledge or 
understanding opens up a space for feelings like mono no aware, a key idea in 
Japanese aesthetics. Mono no aware can be considered as a heightened sensitivity to 
time passing, a wistful and empathetic awareness of the impermanence or transience 
of things, and by extension a melancholic yet also appreciative awareness of this state 
as being central to life itself. There are similarities in this description to the poignant 
sensitivity towards time passing described by Freud in his 1915 essay On Transience: 
 
																																																						
178 Kathe Geist, ‘Buddhism in Tokyo Story’ in Ozu’s Tokyo Story ed. by David Desser, (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1997) 
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I could not see my way to dispute the transience of all things, nor could I insist 
upon an exception in favour of what is beautiful and perfect. But I did dispute 
the pessimistic poet’s view that the transience of what is beautiful involves any 
loss in its worth.179 
 
The possibility of activating feelings of mono no aware in the viewer are a strong 
motivation in making my work. Although my research has critical and analytical 
dimensions, I also work with ma and temps mort to communicate mono no aware to 
the viewer.  
 
The temporalities and other qualities of surveillance footage can be considered and 
sometimes compared with other, directed forms of lens imagery. My consideration of 
this vernacular form led to my own use of security equipment for public performances. 
All moving images are, of course, still photographs that persuade the viewer through 
the persistence of vision that they have merged and are moving. Durational 
photography merges still and moving imagery in another way, by appearing to be a 
photograph but breaking the viewer’s perception of photographic stillness with small 
but crucial incursions of motion and sound. Just like a durational photograph, security 
footage also merges still and moving imagery, surveilling space over time and 
recording incursions of motion. Both surveillance imagery and photographs taken after 
an event, or ‘aftermath’ photographs, have a visual analogy in temps mort.  
 
 
A break-in and a break-up  
 
In 2009, police foiled a house burglary in Florida. The house owner viewed the break-in 
on her computer screen at work and called police, who went to her home and arrested 
the culprits. The video footage was uploaded to YouTube.180  Most security footage is 
now edited heavily to provide maximum entertainment and information in minimum 
time – the one-minute principle I discussed earlier – but this particular footage was 
uploaded in its entirety, allowing all its temps mort qualities to be readily perceived. 
 
																																																						
179 Sigmund Freud, ‘On Transience’, http://www.freuds-requiem.com/transience.html, Accessed 8.2.18 
180 ‘Hidden Camera Captures Boynton Beach Burglary’, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KNtTX_VaEzk, Accessed 
3.3.17 
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BBPD Media Relations, Hidden Camera Captures Boynton Beach Burglary video still (2009) 
 
Hidden Camera Captures Boynton Beach Burglary has the staged drama of a play, 
due to its single point perspective, and the narrative force of a film. Scene: a living 
room with windows covered in vertical blinds through which daylight leaks in. Doors at 
far left and mid-right, artworks, a table corner, an armchair. The footage begins. Two 
previously unseen dogs sleeping on the armchair are disturbed. As they shake 
themselves and drop to the floor, an unseen caged bird chirps. The dogs pad out of 
frame briefly then reappear at the far-left door, tails wagging in anticipation of what it 
appears they believe is their owner arriving. Soon we see what has disturbed them: 
two young men crawl through a dog flap in the door. Silently they ransack the house, 
accompanied by occasional, convivial bird chirpings which are the video’s only sound. 
A cat appears and trots around accompanying the two as they go through in and out of 
frame, collecting handfuls of computer gaming devices and DVDs. Suddenly the young 
men stop and peek through the blinds: they have heard the police arrive. Panicking, 
they run back and forth trying to work out what to do. Eventually they exit the house; a 
minute later three armed police enter through the same door. The film ends. 181 
 
Hidden Camera Captures Boynton Beach Burglary contains remarkable similarities to 
the opening sequence of Michelangelo Antonioni’s classic film L’Éclisse (1962). In 
L’Éclisse, a male and a female character have spent a fraught and sleepless night 
bringing their affair to an end. With dawn now arrived, they have exhausted the 
discussion and themselves.  
 
																																																						
181 It’s (sadly) incidental to my discussion, but there are uncanny echoes of early Chaplin films in this video. Through a 
frame-rate mishap the bandy-legged, baggy-clothed burglars move slightly sped up, one of them twirls a crowbar like a 
walking stick, and they’re pursued by police.  
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Michelangelo Antonioni, L’Éclisse video still (1962) 
 
Both Hidden Camera and L’Éclisse depict a living room in daytime with its curtains 
drawn against the sunlight. In both, the camera is in a fixed position for a single long 
shot (in L’Éclisse the camera eventually pans). Both contain quiet incidental diegetic 
sound. The sound’s audibility tells us how silent the depicted spaces are otherwise: in 
‘Hidden Camera’ it is the occasional chirping from the unseen cage bird, in L’Éclisse it 
is the low drone of a desk fan that is initially outside frame. In both ‘Hidden Camera’ 
and L’Éclisse a picture element moves to provide the first indication that the image we 
are viewing is moving and not still: in ‘Hidden Camera’ it is the sudden disturbance of 
the dogs by the burglars, in L’Éclisse a pale picture element shifts to reveal itself as the 
shirt-sleeved arm of the actor Francisco Rabal. The colour in ‘Hidden Camera’ is so de-
saturated it reads monochrome, like L’Éclisse. These similarities in mise-en-scène, 
sound, framing, motion and duration between ‘found’ footage from an operator-less 
fixed security camera and an auteur film help to demonstrate how surveillance imagery 
might be expressively useful. The subject matter is coincidental, but lens-based ma or 
temps mort – the profound impermanence, the emptiness nonetheless full of 
possibilities – can speak of daily existence, in the context of a present now amplified by 
technology. Surveillance has long been rightly problematised as technology 
representing misuse of corporate or government power and control, but security 
cameras are also now ubiquitous consumer items and their imagery is now part of our 
everyday. 
 
 
Temporal poetics of Russian dashboard cameras 
 
Russian dashboard camera videos offer another example of the possibilities of a 
poetics of security imagery based on temps mort, or ma. Anthologising the epic-fail car 
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crashes and road-rage incidents that brought the genre into being,182 Russian 
dashboard camera compilations offer trauma on a spectrum from G-rated mild to dark-
web evil.183 The picture quality is often poor and the compilations are hastily edited for 
maximum shock value. But, following what we could call the Garry Winogrand principle 
– if you’re photographing on the street all the time, eventually you’ll take an interesting 
photograph – the constant presence of Russian dashboard cameras also means they 
record occasional deadpan moments of surreal poetry.  
 
A meteor appears and burns through the sky, lighting up the night landscape for long 
seconds, then fades out.184 A car sails mid-air from out-of-frame over a road, landing in 
a snowy field on the other side.185 A huge tree falls across a road as an oblivious 
woman takes her rubbish out. When the tree brushes her, she starts, puts her rubbish 
in the bin, checks her hair and walks off. 186 A man on a shopping trolley spirographs 
around a highway as the traffic balletically adjusts its trajectory to accommodate him.187  
 
 
Best Dash Cam Accidents, Drunk Guy on a Shopping Cart video still (2016) 
 
Dozens of tyres appear rolling along the street as though attached to invisible B-double 
trucks.188 An actual B-double stops in front of a toddler in the middle of an otherwise 
near-deserted road. The perplexed truck driver appears frame right, talks to the child, 
picks it up and exits frame left.189 
 
																																																						
182 Due to its catastrophically high road accident rate and heavy reliance on video to evidence innocence in its court 
system, Russia has a very high number of dashboard cameras. No other country seems to have spawned an equivalent 
genre. 
183 In early 2018, The Road Movie, a full-length feature film using only found Russian dashboard camera footage was 
released to understandably mixed reviews.  
184 Since there are so many dashboard cameras operating, many versions of this event filmed from different distances 
and angles turned up in different compilations. Sometimes the meteor travels left to right, sometimes right to left, 
sometimes it travels straight to the camera. 
185 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ODrDR9D28RE Accessed 3.3.17. No longer available. 
186 supteehee, Lucky Woman Nearly Crushed By Falling Tree, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ryCXaI8L8Ew 
Accessed 3.3.17. 
187 Best Dash Cam Accidents, Drunk Guy on a Shopping Cart, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dNJAwOe0hbY  
Accessed 3.3.17. 
188 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ODrDR9D28RE  Accessed 3.3.17. No longer available. 
189 Jesse Edgar Truck driver finds baby in the middle of the road crazy wreck crash accident car fail win lol omg 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gucmoolpcLE Accessed 3.3.17. 
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Because the dashboard camera is fixed, events often enter and exit the frame laterally. 
Sometimes as the camera dollies around a corner it passes through an existing frame 
of action. Sometimes the action comes to the camera: a dashboard camera in an 
angle-parked car recorded an out-of-control car sliding into frame from left, whacking 
the front of the car (causing frame-wobble) then ricocheting out of frame right, all at the 
same dignified, measured pace. These are all forms of temps mort. Temps mort is a 
constant in dashboard camera footage, symbolically connecting us to the flow of 
everyday lived experience. When a vehicle with a dashboard camera crashes and 
comes to a halt, the resulting stillness renders the dashboard camera from that point 
an aftermath variation of a durational photograph. Russian dashboard camera footage 
can represent the accidental poetics of ma that an operator-less, fixed camera is 
capable of yielding. 
 
 
1865 news photograph, 2012 security footage 
 
In Camera Lucida Barthes famously writes of looking into the eyes of the would-be 
assassin Lewis Powell photographed by Alexander Gardner in 1865: “He is dead, and 
he is going to die.”190 Barthes is looking into the eyes of a dead man because Powell 
was executed in the time that lapsed between the making of the photographs and their 
publication and circulation. At the same time, the suspended temporality of the 
photographs hold the moment prior to the young man’s death indefinitely at the ‘going 
to die’ stage.   
In 2012, Melburnian Jill Meagher was stalked, attacked and killed by Adrian Bayley. 
The moment of Bayley and Meagher’s footpath encounter was collected by a security 
camera inside a shop.191 The photograph that so affected Barthes can be compared 
with the footage of Meagher and Bayley. Formally the footage differs significantly from 
the Gardner photographs. Gardner’s photographs were commissioned formal portraits, 
directed and made with the subject’s awareness.192 The photographs were made in the 
mid-nineteenth century with the slow exposures and processes of their time. The 
reason for the photographs’ existence is the subject’s upcoming execution. The 
Meagher-Bayley footage consists of a few minutes of a shop’s security camera footage 
in which the camera framed the interior. The subjects collected by its lens are outside, 
seen through the door and window. Our view of the two subjects is never clear or 
																																																						
190 Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography, (New York: Hill and Wang, 1982), 95. 
191 ‘Jill Meagher CCTV footage’ https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HiBck13rpcA Accessed 27.1.18. The original full 
length footage is no longer available. 
192 For a sharp analysis on Powell’s remarkable performance of self during this portrait session, see Michael Sacasas, 
‘Dead and Going to Die’ by https://thenewinquiry.com/dead-and-going-to-die/ Accessed 26.5.17 
REBECCA SHANAHAN PERFORMING AND DOCUMENTING POST-INTERNET: FEMINIST NEEDLECRAFT AND A POETICS OF SURVEILLING  
	
	 157	
complete and the video quality is poor. But these few minutes form a visual record of a 
man deciding to attack a woman. The operator-less camera creates an authentic 
record, uninflected by subjectivity. There are periods of inaction in the footage, and this 
temps mort, along with the inconvenient framing, affirm that this is an exact recording 
of real life in real time. Bayley first appears solo, crossing left to right. After long empty 
minutes, he chillingly re-enters frame right, this time accompanying Meagher. The 
obstruction of our view only heightens the viewer’s horror. With heads obscured, 
Bayley is represented by the contemporary criminal trope of his hoodie, Meagher by 
her special-occasion high heels visibly hampering her movements. Yet Meagher’s body 
language is apparent: she is fearful, hanging back, buying time by looking at her phone 
screen, waiting for Bayley to move on. (Her body language was a key clue for police.) 
Barthes looked at Gardner’s photograph in the century after it was taken and was 
moved by its representation of death through time. I looked at the Bayley-Meagher 
footage in the days after Meagher disappeared and before her body was found – less 
than a week – and was similarly moved by its authenticity, expressed through real-time 
temporality and artless framing. To use Barthes’ terms rather loosely, the studium is 
the shop-owner’s intention to keep a visual record of the shop’s interior, presumably to 
manage shoplifting and/or break-ins. The punctum (which all clued-in viewers here 
share, rather than the sole individual in Barthes’ analysis) is the evidencing of the 
chance meeting that led to Meagher’s death. She is dead and she is going to die.  
 
David Campany quotes Jean Cocteau saying when asked about the difference 
between a photograph of a static object and a film of it, that “time courses through it”.193 
If still images operate in the Barthesian past and moving images operate in the flow of 
the present, this adds another affecting sense of the temporal. Barthes sees Powell in 
three states of existence: having existed, since he has been photographed; about to be 
dead, due to Barthes’ knowledge of the circumstances of the photograph’s making; and 
already dead, due to the century that passed before viewing the photograph. I similarly 
see Meagher as existing, using the present tense, in the flow of footage; about to be 
dead, due to my knowledge of the footage’s meaning; and already dead, due to my 
retrospective knowledge of Meagher’s last hours. But since I did not know of 
Meagher’s death when I first viewed the footage, following Campany’s analysis of 
moving image equalling present-ness, I first saw Meagher in an eternal live present as 
she enters frame right, waits fearfully, and exits frame left. If I look at a photograph, 
time is suspended, paused. If I look at footage, time is expressed. Christian Merz says 
																																																						
193 David Campany, Photography and Cinema (London: Reaktion Books, 2008) 17-18. 
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of film that it “…gives back to the dead a semblance of life”.194 Meagher will always be 
in, and of, a flow of recorded present-ness.  
 
In this chapter I have enquired into the nature of contemporary photographic 
temporality, identified a tendency towards present-ness in contemporary vernacular 
photographic exchange and the new forms of durational photography and short-form 
internet video, and considered the inherent temps mort nature of operator-less 
surveillance, comparing this with an auteur film. These considerations of temporality, 
along with the considerations of performativity for the camera I discussed in Chapter 
Seven, have informed my use of surveillance and action cameras to record my public 
performances and generate from this footage new works due for final exhibition. In this 
way, they have supported my feminist intent to make visible the existence of unpaid 
female labour and its role in enabling capitalism. My two arguments, one located in 
feminism, one in photographic histories and theories, complement one another and 
reflect something of our complex contemporary cultural and political-economic 
situations. 
  
																																																						
194 Christian Merz, ‘Photography and Fetish’, in The Cinematic (London: Whitechapel; Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 
2007), 127.  
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CONCLUSION 
 
 
 
 
 
In this thesis, I have asked: given that one of art’s dominant contexts is that of 
capitalism, in which ideas and objects may be defined in relation to their role as luxury 
commodities, what is a more ethically-tuned approach to artmaking that recognises 
women’s unpaid labour? How might art practice orient away from commodity 
production and make visible the ‘total giving’ of the iceberg economy – women’s unpaid 
labour that props up and enables capitalism? I have further asked: how can 
contemporary lens-based practice reflect new conditions of performativity, present-
ness, and operator-less affect? These questions have been asked in a context of a 
feminist critique of capitalism in and out of the art world, and a conscious apprehension 
of transience. Initially making work advocating for the material value of the photograph 
whilst examining convergences between still and moving image, further into the 
doctoral program I adopted a dematerialised strategy oriented away from the art 
market and subsequently undertook gallery-based performance works activating 
needlecraft as a site for examining women’s under-acknowledged unpaid labour. I 
have self-surveilled these performances to examine how camera phones and the 
internet have made so many of us routinely surveilled and self-surveilling performers, 
producers, and distributors. The new artworks I have generated from this footage 
evidence the centrality of the quality of presentness and performance documents to 
both social media and performance art contemporary image ecologies, and 
demonstrate the possibility of an affect of displacement through lenses and screens. 
This aligns to Terry Smith’s description of an essential quality of contemporaneousness: 
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Its immediacy, its presentness, its prioritising of the moment over the time, the 
instant over the epoch, of direct experience of multiplicitous complexity over the 
singular complicity of distanced reflection.195  
 
I have drawn on Conceptualist dematerialised practices as precedents for my research 
and shown how these remain relevant still. As Alexander Alberro states in speaking of 
these practices’ ongoing centrality to contemporary practice:  
 
It is…the powerful ways in which much of that art negotiates between, and 
reveals the interdependence of art and the broader cultural and institutional 
context that we believe is most important.196  
 
This Conceptualist recognition of the need to locate art practice within broader contexts 
and derive art’s meanings from these inter-relationships has guided me to some 
understanding of and response to the contemporary conditions we operate in. 
 
In a conversation with Lynne Cooke,197 Julia Bryan-Wilson spoke about her investment 
in a more personal voice than is usual in academic writing and on drawing on her own 
autobiography in her book Fray: Art and Textile Politics (Chapter Five). Bryan-Wilson 
explains this partly in the context of the universality of textiles from which she could not 
exclude herself, partly because of personal involvement with some of her book’s 
subject matter. My doctoral research has also been based on personal experience as 
the origin of my creative enquiry. My experience as a woman, particularly as a mother 
living under neoliberal government, has provided the feminist context for my work. 
Rather than invoke variations on gift economies with their equally problematic 
generation of obligations, my interest has been in the largely female volunteer actions 
undertaken for the greater good in public school communities, artist-run initiatives and 
activist groups which Rebecca Solnit identified and which I have personally 
experienced.   
 
The new object of my final public exhibition declares of my needlework performances 
that this gendered activity continues to renew and reinvent itself as an act of resistance, 
and is here deployed to model the unpaid labour, mostly by women, that continues to 
enable capitalism decades after feminists identified the problem. Artefacts from 
previous performances will be integrated into the exhibition installation along with 
																																																						
195 Terry Smith, ‘Introduction’, in Antimonies of Art and Culture: Modernity, Postmodernity, Contemporaneity eds, Nancy 
Condee, Okwui Enwezor and Terry Smith (Durham: Duke University Press, 2008), 8.  
196 Alexander Alberro, ‘Introduction’, in After Conceptual Art, (Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 2006), 14. 
197 ‘Fray: Art and Textile Politics: A Conversation with Julia Bryan-Wilson and Lynne Cooke’ 
 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=N3Vgl6sFckE Accessed 14.2.18 
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everyday furnishings and devices temporarily relocated from my home, mapping the 
feminine space of the domestic interior onto the masculine space of the public gallery: 
the quotidian unpaid work of the home is honoured as art in the public space. 
Furthermore, the merging of live performance and recorded video documents declares 
that the work of art in this case is neither solely the live performance, nor a video 
record of a performance, but in fact both: they are interdependent. The multiple video 
documents that will be shown are both artworks in themselves, amplifying awareness 
of impermanence (temps mort and mono no aware) of surveillance and some cinema, 
and also traces of previous performance artworks. Self-surveilled and locally monitored, 
this closed loop of performance, documentation and affect through displacement 
reflects our post-internet lives.  
 
My research has thus identified two gaps in the field of knowledge: new possibilities of 
temporal expression within contemporary performance and imaging ecologies, and the 
potential for rematerialised practice within an ethically enquiring framework. New 
relationships have emerged between my studio research’s material and screen 
components, with material artefacts from previous performances incorporated with live 
and recorded performances and live feed into my exhibition. These artefacts function 
as another expression of temporality, suggesting the passage of time by their 
evidencing in an adjacent screen document. Finally, they counter the screens’ 
insistence on our regard with their familiar tactility. 
 
Many questions have arisen in my research. As I have shown, women have a problem 
with neoliberalist capitalism and its apologists. As a result of unfettered neoliberalism, 
we live in a time of accelerated inequality and precarity, increased abuse of human 
rights and great environmental risk. These problems are experienced more often, and 
more severely, by women, hence the feminist filter I use to view capitalism. I am not 
persuaded that as artists we can quarantine ourselves from political-economic events 
when the outcomes are environmental ruin and the rapid erosion of basic rights for 
profit. My practice has so far been consciously located within gallery practice acting to 
model, amplify and make visible some of these issues, but one question for future 
consideration is: what new relationships between art and activism might be developed 
to contribute to positive change for all?   
  
Another question I will also be giving attention to is the nature of one to one 
interpersonal relationships. Much of my consideration has been with the communal – 
the iceberg economy provides support to community, and much feminist thinking 
emphasises the collective over the individual. But in my performances, brief one to one 
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conversations with strangers or distant acquaintances within a communal setting have 
provided some of the most memorable exchanges of my doctoral research.  
 
In this, I have been mindful of the potential for exploitation in works whose material 
partly constitutes their audience’s collaboration with the artist. 
I have aimed to clearly signal to the voluntary participants the roles of modest 
spectacle and record-making within the work. I have worked consciously to synthesise 
my role as artist with recognition of the interpersonal exchange with visitors that is a 
key component of the work. As these works have been undertaken in artist-run and 
university-based galleries, visitors have been drawn largely from my own wider 
community. Australian artist Lyndal Jones’ frames some of her social practice, for 
example her ark work ‘Rehearsing Catastrophe’ as ‘play’, and this may be a useful way 
to frame my intent also. My aim is that the visitor participant and I experience a 
mutually respectful exchange of ideas, actions and objects: a brief, positive quotidian 
engagement – like a bus stop encounter – that contributes to a healthy community. 
One question therefore emerging from my research for ongoing consideration is: how 
might one to one exchange, with its demonstrated capacity for focused and meaningful 
communication, be further supported within the communal space of public exhibitions 
and performances? 
 
Following my interest in new post-internet temporalities, I also ask how might my 
consideration and expression of temporalities might be enriched by drawing on 
Aboriginal Australians’ apprehension of time? In my current limited understanding of 
Aboriginal temporalities, past, present and future may merge, and may furthermore be 
expressed simultaneously. This might be within the single space and time of a 
painting;198 in merging performance with its material residue, artefacts and documents, 
Dale Harding’s art practice is an example of one that speaks partly to this expansive 
consideration of time. I want to follow up and consider these conceptions of temporality 
in relation to the capitalist time we have functioned within, often unconsciously, since 
industrialisation began. 
 
Prior to enrolling in the doctoral program, my practice was located within photography, 
so the new modes of thinking and making I have taken up during the program – 
dematerialisation, performance, performance documentation, textiles and needlecraft – 
represent a significant shift in my practice. Ultimately the textile and needlecraft modes 
																																																						
198 See Arnaud Morvan, ‘The East Kimberley painting movement: performing colonial history’, in Australian 
 Aboriginal Anthropology Today: Critical Perspectives from Europe, 13 June 2014. Accessed 2.5.18 
http://actesbranly.revues.org/579 
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represent a re-materialisation of practice in which the material’s cultural and temporal 
expression, rather than its commodity role, is privileged. Similarly, as a lifelong feminist, 
the doctoral program was the first space in which I declared feminism as a conceptual 
framework for my work as well as an everyday lens. These new modes of thinking and 
working are now part of my expanded practice and will be ongoing strategies for 
negotiating and reflecting the contemporary world. 
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EXHIBITION ROOM SHEETS 
 
Open For Maintenance  
We Are Still Alive  
SCA Galleries January 2015 
 
Open For Maintenance II  
We Are Still Alive II  
Verge Gallery August 2015 
 
Home Security  
Airspace Projects April 2017 
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REBECCA SHANAHAN 
OPEN FOR MAINTENANCE | WE ARE STILL ALIVE 
 
Opens 6pm Wednesday 4 March 
 
 
 
 
During March at SCA Galleries Rebecca Shanahan will mend the clothes 
you bring her and give you bread.  
 
In OPEN FOR MAINTENANCE the artist occupies the gallery during opening 
hours to mend clothes brought by visitors. No money changes hands, there is 
no behind-the-scenes installation and no objects produced for exhibition by an 
absent artist: all parts of the work are open. Referencing the ‘maintenance art’ 
of Mierle Laderman Ukeles, OPEN FOR MAINTENANCE creates a form of civil 
relationship between individuals that stands outside commodity exchange or 
paid services. The work observes the passing of time through fabric wear and 
repair and the labour of once-routine maintenance that is now rare as a result of 
globalisation.  
 
In WE ARE STILL ALIVE the artist will provide sourdough bread and locally-
generated sourdough yeast culture to the gallery every day for visitors to help 
themselves. WE ARE STILL ALIVE references On Kawara’s series of 
telegrams sent to friends stating I AM STILL ALIVE. It applies his person-to-
person reiteration of individual existence to the communal. A sourdough culture 
can last hundreds of years when nurtured and shared, actions not always 
accommodated with some of contemporary Australian culture’s more dominant 
contexts of capitalism, globalisation and security anxiety.  
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In both works, screen moments document daily activities by the artist and 
visitors and create a new timeframe. Retrieving something of the pre-digital 
affect of the absent photographic subject, these moments consider the 
contemporary photographic vernacular’s new relationships with time and feeling. 
Roland Barthes’ famous ‘what-has-been’ of the photographic trace has been 
transformed into ‘this-is-now’, in which life is lived, documented and shared 
nearly simultaneously.  
 
SCA Galleries, Sydney College of the Arts, Balmain Rd Rozelle 
Open 11-5 daily except Sunday (Saturdays 12-4pm) 5–28 March 2015 
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Home	Security	
Rebecca	Shanahan	
	
7-22	April	2017		
	
	‘Home	 Security’	 uses	 surveilled	 activity	 to	 synthesise	 ideas	 about	 transience,	gendered	labour	and	networked	life.		Central	to	the	work	is	a	meditation	on	time.	The	act	of	re-working	one	generation’s	garments	 into	 garments	 for	 the	next	 considers	 the	 transient	 nature	 of	 existence,	acknowledging	 this	 impermanence	with	a	 labour-intensive	material	 response.	By	refusing	 the	 single	 use	 of	 a	 resource,	 the	 work	 also	 critiques	 an	 economy	 that	requires	market	growth	to	the	detriment	of	future	life.			‘Home	 Security’s	 documentation	 operates	 in	 the	 present,	 contrary	 to	 the	 usual	process	 of	 understanding	 live	 art	 practice	 after	 the	 fact	 through	 documentation.	The	 continuous	 unrolling	 of	 live	 image	 capture	 in	 real	 time	 aims	 to	 heighten	awareness	 of	 time	 passing	 –	 an	 expression	 of	 the	 Japanese	 mono	 no	 aware,	 a	poignant	consciousness	of	transience.				Women’s	 labour	is	measurably	undervalued	and	often	invisible.	Volunteer	labour	props	up	capitalism	to	the	extent	that	the	system	could	not	function	without	it,	yet	this	 labour	remains	economically	unaccounted-for.	The	empathetic	act	of	women	voluntarily	knitting	for	others	has	a	long	history	that	is	often	entwined	in	politics:	socks	for	soldiers,	blankets	for	displaced	persons.	This	particular	act	of	knitting	is	sited	 in	 the	 context	 of	 current	 global	 family	 trauma,	 the	 existence	 and	 extent	 of	which	 are	 denied	 by	 Australia’s	 border	 security	 laws	 and	 the	worst	 of	 which	 is	inflicted	on	children.			
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This	 activity	 is	 filmed	 constantly	 and	 recorded	 through	motion	 detection.	While	the	 technology	 used	 is	 derived	 from	 surveillance,	 its	 broader	 context	 is	 social	media,	reflecting	networked	contemporary	life	in	which	daily	life	is	performed	and	recorded	for	distribution.	‘Home	Security’	recognises	this	new	default	way	of	being	in	 the	world	 and	 speaks	 to	 the	 complex	 re-negotiation	 of	 relationships	 between	personal	and	public	lives.		
List	of	Works		Rebecca	Shanahan		‘Home	Security’		2017	Used	wool	jumpers,	dressmaker’s	dummy,	swift,	stool,	chair,	artist’s	labour,	wool	hats,	security	camera	system,	monitor	Variable	dimensions		
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CATALOGUE OF WORKS  
FOR EXAMINATION 
 
SCA GALLERIES 
JUNE 2018 
 
 
 
Installation of digital videos, LCD monitors, data projectors, live performance, 
woven labels, labelled clothing, wool hats, wool yarn, furniture. 
 
 
Made Me Cry 
Single channel looped digital video 
06:20 min 
Variable dimensions 
 
Open for Maintenance II 
Single channel looped digital video 
15:04 min 
Variable dimensions 
 
We Are Still Alive II 
Single channel looped digital video 
04:15 min 
Variable dimensions 
 
Untitled (work in progress from Home Security exhibition surveillance) 
Single channel digital video 
Variable duration 
Variable dimensions 
 
Untitled (work in progress from Underpinnings exhibition action camera footage) 
Single channel digital video 
Variable duration 
Variable dimensions 
 
Untitled (work in progress) 
Variable duration 
Live performance  
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IMAGE LIST & DOCUMENTATION 
 
 
 
 
 
I Had But Couldn’t Keep 2014 
Six pigment prints on washi paper, various dimensions 
Two channel digital looped video, 5:06 min (L) and 01:45 min (R) 
 
 
 
I Had But Couldn’t Keep installation view, MOP Projects  
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I Had But Couldn’t Keep detail 
 
 
 
 
 
I Had But Couldn’t Keep detail 
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I Had But Couldn’t Keep detail 
 
 
 
 
 
I Had But Couldn’t Keep detail 
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I Had But Couldn’t Keep detail 
 
 
 
I Had But Couldn’t Keep detail 
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I Had But Couldn’t Keep video still 
 
 
 
 
I Had But Couldn’t Keep video still 
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I Had But Couldn’t Keep video still 
 
 
 
 
 
I Had But Couldn’t Keep video still 
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Made Me Cry 
2014 
Single channel looped digital video 
06:20 min 
Variable dimensions 
 
 
 
Made Me Cry video still 
 
 
  
REBECCA SHANAHAN PERFORMING AND DOCUMENTING POST-INTERNET: FEMINIST NEEDLECRAFT AND A POETICS OF SURVEILLING  
	
	 183	
Open for Maintenance  
2015 
Live performance, clothing, sewing equipment, security camera, camera, photographic 
light, furniture 
Variable dimensions 
 
 
 
 
Open for Maintenance  
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Open for Maintenance  
 
 
 
Open for Maintenance  
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We Are Still Alive 
2015 
Sourdough rolls, basket, table, sourdough culture, refrigerator, security camera, looped 
digital video, furniture 
Variable dimensions 
 
 
We Are Still Alive 
 
 
We Are Still Alive 
Open for Maintenance II 
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2017 
Single channel looped digital video 
15:04 min 
Variable dimensions 
 
 
Open for Maintenance II 
 
 
 
Open for Maintenance II video still 
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Open for Maintenance II video still 
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We Are Still Alive II 
2017 
Single channel looped digital video 
04:15 min 
Variable dimensions 
 
 
We Are Still Alive II 
 
 
We Are Still Alive II video still 
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We Are Still Alive II video still 
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Home Security 
2017 
Live performance, wool jumper, mannequin, wooden swift, knitting equipment, security 
cameras, monitor, furniture 
Variable dimensions 
 
 
Home Security 
 
 
Home Security 
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Home Security 
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Home Security 
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Underpinnings 
2017 
Live performance, clothing, labels, sewing equipment, action camera, furniture 
Variable dimensions 
 
 
 
Underpinnings 
 
 
Underpinnings 
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Underpinnings 
 
 
Underpinnings 
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Underpinnings detail 
 
